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Chapter 1 – Just Another Day

I looked at Glitch and the phase coupler he held with
his grappler. I grinned and shook my head at the silly orb shaped
maintenance pinger who was digging through the 'boneyard' with me,
as we scavenged the sprawling junkyard of broken agricultural
pingers. “No, you silly boy, we need a J9 phase inverter, not a
coupler.” I sighed, what's a girl to do? He peered at me with his
ocular lens that was centered in his spherical body.

His lens looked between me and the coupler in his
grappler, and then he trundled a little closer on his rubberized
metal tank treads, random power sparking from loose connections
between his mobility platform and his body. I'd have to fix that
again. He extended his grappler with the part, like a puppy giving
a ball to his master.

I patted his faded yellow dome and then asked
patiently, “Glitch, is that an inverter?”

He looked at it again and then turned his body side
to side slightly, mimicking shaking his head.

I grinned and asked, “Is that a coupler?”

His body swiveled forward and back on his servo.

“And what are we looking for?”

The glitchy pinger looked at the part again and then
he visibly drooped as sparks arced from an exposed panel on his
side. Now that just wasn't fair, playing with my emotions like
that. I sighed and took the coupler from him and said, “I guess it
doesn't hurt to have a spare coupler or two hanging around the
shop.”

He seemed to brighten at that, and I patted his dome
again. “Okay, now let's find that inverter shall we? I have to get
that damn harvester running before breakfast, or we will miss our
grain quota for the month. And I have never missed a quota.”

He pivoted on his tracks and started toward an old
Mark 5 combine. I called back to him, “Inverter, Glitch.” He paused
and pivoted toward me, looking embarrassed with his lens looking
down slightly. Then he sped off like a pinger on a mission.

I chuckled at him and resumed my own search. Glitch
was my oldest friend down here in pinger maintenance. Don't look at
me like that. I know my friends are all machines, and you think
they don't have personalities? You are wrong. Look at Glitch and
tell me that he doesn't understand me beyond the constraints of his
programming.

I opened an access panel on a relic of a Mark 4,
while I reasoned that a J8 phase inverter would do in a pinch if I
regulated the flow with a capacitor. Parts were getting more and
more scarce down here dirtside. I glared up at the majestic city
hovering a mile above the surface of Tau Ceti Prime. New Terra.
They really needed to replenish our replacement part stockpile.

One day I would have enough credits squirreled away
to pay for a temp to keep the automatons harvesting while I take a
couple day vacation up there. I can't imagine the wonders in the
floating city, my mother told me that if I worked hard, that one
day it might be possible. Not many dirters, as they call us, ever
get to see the network of floating cities. They had to be
spectacular, with adventures just waiting to happen.

I shouted, “Ah ha! Glitch, get over here, I have two
viable inverters!”

With a delighted squee, he came speeding over as I
patted one of the two drum shaped cylinders about the size of my
head. Glitch secured one in his grappler as I took out my
multi-tool and went about detaching it. Then we did the same with
the second.

I put them in the carry-sack strapped across the
shoulder of Glitch's grappler. Then I stood on his mobility
platform, lowered my goggles, and he wrapped his grappler around my
waist. “Home Glitch.” Moments later we were rolling across the
ground at high speed, sparks trailing us as he let out a long,
happy squeal.

I smiled into the wind generated by our speed as I
watched the oceans of crops pass by, the mammoth pingers moving
slowly through them, either tending them or harvesting. God, I
loved this place.

A couple minutes later we sped into the huge open bay
door to my quonset hut repair shop. Three harvesters and two
tenders waited there for me to fix so they could get back out to
the fields. A couple maintenance pingers looked up from their tasks
as I waved at them as I hopped off of Glitch. Blip waved back, the
motion causing him to get off balance and he fell onto his side
with a “Blip!” I chuckled at him as he righted himself and went
back to work.

I stepped up to the harvester I was working on and
patted it soundly on a huge tire. “Okay, Turk, let's get you back
to work shall we?” I stepped under him to the open access panel and
the crooked my finger at him and motioned him closer.

The huge pinger lowered on his suspension, but I
couldn't quite reach. I looked up at the visual port he had craned
under his massive body to see me, the segmented aperture spiraled
in the ocular lens, constricting so his iris focused on me.

I squinted one eye at the silly guy and crooked my
finger again just a little. He pushed his wheels farther out and
lowered his suspension almost to the lowest point of his limiters
so that I could reach inside.

I pulled out one of the salvaged inverters, then dug
into a tool box at my side and found an old dusty inductor. After a
little soldering and then creative mating of the older unit with
the J9 assembly, with Glitch handing me the tools I needed, then
there was a huge hum of power, and Turk seemed to brighten up.

I secured the panel and then thumped his belly twice
with a grin. “You are good to go, Turk. Remember to come back in
three days, though, I need to change your hydraulic fluid, it is
looking pretty nasty. Just what are you getting into in the
fields?” He rose up on his suspension, and the massive machine
seemed to playfully rock side to side to test his servos before
engaging the motors on the enormous tires which were almost two
stories tall.

He was careful not to roll over me like he was on
tippy toes as he headed back out to the fields. He paused at the
door, pivoted back toward me for a second his iris refocusing, then
off he went. Now you tell me if that wasn't appreciation. They are
more than just machines, my pingers, I dare you to say
differently.

I wiped the grease off my hands with a rag and
sighed, just another day in my life. Oh, me? Vega Hasher, but
everyone just calls me Fixit. Daughter to Gemma before her passing.
I looked at Glitch and said, “There, now let's see what I can
scrounge up for breakfast. Why don't you go see if Blip needs any
help.” Glitch nodded then sparked off toward his fellow maintenance
pinger.

That... is when the call came in.


Chapter 2 – The Call

I was washing my hands in the sink; I'll never get
all the dirt and grease off my skin, a hazard of the occupation;
when the com started ringing. I just stared at the old fashioned
handset as I blinked in surprise. I hadn't even known the old
archaic thing even worked anymore. Topside had never called me
before.

Sure we communicate all the time. They send orders
down with the tumbrils that come for the produce, the air-breathing
combustion vehicles which doubled as couriers. I'd send my requests
or replies back up with them on an iso-pad.

I blinked at the device, the old metal bell ringing
instead of an electronic buzzer. Mother explained to me that once,
that the Primers abandoned the surface for the floating cities we
built in the gravity wakes in the sky, where there is an
equilibrium between the gravitic up-currents with the static
gravity well of the planet.

Tau Ceti Prime is the only place in the four settled
star systems that this particular phenomenon occurs. Just when
mankind thinks we have a complete understanding of astral-metrics
and physics, the universe shows us we still have a lot to
learn.

It makes the transit to orbit and the interstellar
traffic lanes so much cheaper and easier than any other terraformed
world. The cost of upmass from the floating cities is one hundredth
of launches from any other world when we use those same gravitic
up-currents to move things into a transfer orbit.

Mother said that we can't become too complacent with
free mass lift, and the energy that simple gravitic converters
supply our civilization, or we will start to lose the need to
innovate new systems.

This has reared its ugly head over the past century
as more and more efforts have been made to make living in the
floating cities more opulent for the residents, while ignoring the
basic needs of the ones dirtside who are providing all their
foodstuffs.

That has trickled down to all aspects of technology,
and manufacturing and the manufacture of replacement parts or newer
pingers and harvesters, gets pushed aside for making newer solar,
and plasma powered sports tumbrils the upper-class folks ride
around in, from city to city on the up-currents.

I agreed with mom's observations. Just in my short
lifetime, they had only made one improvement on harvesting
technology when we moved from the Mark 8's to the Mark 9's, after
eighty years with the Mark 8's. Then even with that, they have only
sent twelve down to us dirters. I'm lucky to have three Mark 9's
under my care. They are marvels.

They also moved to fewer pingers per agri-grid farm
as they incorporated higher levels of programming and AI into the
automatons. This gave them more self-awareness than I think they
actually realize or understand topside. Like Turk, he's the
smartest guy I have to work on down here on Agri-grid A1.

I stepped nervously up to the handset, its copper a
green verdigris with age, and the brass almost black from lack of
use and upkeep. I picked it up and pressed the earpiece against my
ear and spoke into the mouthpiece. “H-hello?”

I cringed and pulled the earpiece away as I got a
static screech in my ear. I looked at the device and the panel the
wires connected to. Mother had instructed me how to use it when I
was little. Let's see. It needed power to boost the signal. Though
it was wired down here, and actual cables ran between all the
farms, it used old transistor radio technology to connect topside
in New Terra.

I hummed the little song my mom had used to teach me
the system. She did that a lot. Humans learn better with music and
patterns than simple words or written instruction. I smiled as I
remembered and grabbed a brass lever on the panel and pulled. It
protested after sitting unused for so many years. I could hear the
dynamo start to spin up.

I pulled the lever over and over until the ready
lights all started to glow, random sparks shooting out of the back
of the panel. I'd have to look at that later, now that I knew the
old thing still worked. I held up the handset again. “Hello?”

A terse man's voice came crackling through the
earpiece. “Agri-grid A1 are you reading? This is New Terra Actual.
Come on you stupid dirters, respond.” He couldn't receive my
transmission?

I scowled then looked at the panel and kicked it. A
fountain of sparks shot out of the vents and rained down, showering
the floor and my feet, and the static cleared up. I grinned,
troubleshooting at its finest. I repeated, “Hello? This is
Agri-grid A1, can you hear me?”

The man growled out, “It's about damn time. I don't
have all day here. I'm looking for a tinker...” I heard paperwork
shuffling, then he cleared his throat. “Yes, here it is. I'm
looking for a tinker named Fixit.”

I replied carefully, “This is Fixit. How can I help
you, sir?” As I wondered what they could possibly want from me. I
was the only tinker dirtside that always met my quotas. I was proud
of the fact. But then again, there were only twenty people manning
the entire farming operation here dirtside so maybe that wasn't
saying much. Hell, my nearest neighbor was in grid A2 a hundred and
four miles away.

I manned A1 alone once they made budget cutbacks five
years back and moved the other four dirters topside for maintenance
duties in the sewage treatment sectors. I was sure that their next
version of AI in the pingers was going to make me obsolete and the
entire dirtside operation would be automated, including
maintenance.

He let out an exasperated sound and asked, “Why
aren't you on visual?”

Visual? Oh yeah. I pushed the pile of parts and
wiring harnesses which were stacked on the chair by the com unit,
onto the floor, and then sat. I moved the greasy rag with a
partially disassembled linear phase rectifier circuit off to the
side, revealing the brass and copper framed glass screen.

I saw a static filled screen with a vague outline of
a man's face. I slammed my fist down on the counter, and the image
cleared up enough to see a well-dressed man in his mid-thirties
with a thin bow tie.

He was impeccably groomed, having the tiny goatee
that the well to do Primers fancied lately... I had seen it
cropping up in all the catalogs that were dropped off to us dirters
to entice us to spend our meager stipend on the merchandise
pictured. He's what we called a dandy down here. Probably never
worked an honest day in his life.

He pulled back with a look of distaste on his face.
“Don't you dirters ever wash yourselves?”

I restrained myself from blurting out that I had to
do some critical repairs before breakfast so that Topsiders like
him could eat. Instead, I self-consciously touched my hair and
cheek and said nothing.

Then he asked, “You signed off on special requisition
A3142 on Tumbril 43 yesterday?”

Ah yes, the special request from the capitol, for
none other than Lady Peregrine herself. She was throwing some sort
of ball and requested more than their standard rations. My team had
to work double time, and I wound up in the strawberry fields myself
with Glitch to pick the strawberries they needed because I couldn't
divert any harvesters since they were busy with the standard
harvests.

They requested almost a third of all the available
strawberries we had growing dirtside. I saw it as opulent waste.
But I hear strawberries sold for more than their weight in gold or
cobalt crystals up there. I had smirked at that, because dirtside,
we ate whatever we wanted, it was one of the only perks. I always
savored the strawberries and the grapes we sent topside.

I replied carefully, “Yes sir?”

He nodded. “The shipment was hijacked by Betweeners
en route to New Terra City.”

I blinked. Pirates? This close to the capitol? They
were getting more and more brazen. Their solar powered Tumbrils
were fast. They converted raw solar energy into plasma, and their
drives could overtake the old air breathing turbines which most of
Tau Ceti Prime still used except the rich and the Guard.

Then he narrowed his eyes accusingly at me. “If we do
not have a replacement shipment up here by noon tomorrow, then the
loss is being taken from your stipend, and you will be brought up
on charges.”

I sputtered. “From my stipend? Charges!? It isn't my
fault that Betweeners hijacked the capitol's tumbril!”

He went still and then calmly said, “I'm responsible
for getting the supplies for Lady Peregrine. Are you suggesting it
is my fault? You signed off on the order. So it is your
responsibility.”

I tried to calm down. “It isn't my fault, nor is it
yours. We don't have any control over pirates.”

He sneered. “Someone will have to go down for this.
And if it is between me and a dirter...” He left it hanging with a
nasty smile.

God damn flanterskelling trollite! I bit my tongue
then asked from between clenched teeth, “When will your tumbril be
here for loading?”

He glared. “All tumbrils to the surface are suspended
while the Sky Guard clears the airspace of Betweeners. You need to
find your own way up.”

The flanterskelling, crystal licking, bootwaffle! I
looked out the window into the repair bay. In the far back corner,
there was an old dusty tarp covering my mother's old tumbril. I
have meant to get it running for years, but have never found the
time. I guess I had to find the time now.

The screen started to fade, and I grabbed the lever
and pulled it a couple more times to keep the power flowing. He
asked, “So are you going to bring my Lady her strawberries or do I
need to let the Sky Guard know they need to pick you up too during
their sweep?”

I hissed out, “Fine. You'll get your shipment.” I had
no clue how I would do it and still be able to make quotas. It
would be pulling things close on the strawberries alone until next
season.

He smiled, showing his perfectly straight teeth. “I'm
glad you see things my way, Fixit. Now go... fix it.” He cut the
connection as he laughed at his own lame joke. Now I remembered why
I hated topsiders. It almost made me want to give up my dream of
seeing the floating cities myself.

I paused at the realization that, if I pulled this
off, I would actually be able to. Someone had to fly the tumbril!
My heart beat faster, and I reached over and slid the office window
open as I yelled into the shop. “Glitch, Blip, Wrongway, I need you
now!”


Chapter 3 – Repairs

Once my friends arrived, Wrongway driving backward as
always; I really needed to fix that; I laid out the plan. Blip and
Wrongway needed to hit the strawberry patch now to be able to
harvest enough for the order. They'd have to work all night. Glitch
and I would get the rest of the fruits, grains and vegetables
ourselves, there was plenty of surplus of those in the storage
silos. And I'd get the tumbril running, by hook or by crook.

Blip and Wrongway saluted me like tin soldiers. I
chuckled at Wrongway as he saluted the back wall... he was such an
odd platypus. The two friends trundled off to do yet another task
they were never programmed to do... to help me. They were going to
be my little mini-harvesters I smiled fondly at them as they
went.

I looked at Glitch, and he nodded once in
determination, sparks flying from his open panels. I said, “Let's
do this, buddy.” And we headed down to the repair floor and over to
the tumbril. With a flourish, I yanked away the tarp, which caused
a dust cloud that made me sneeze. Glitch made a squeeing noise that
sounded like “Bless you,” to my ears. I crinkled my nose at him in
thanks.

I patted the old tumbril, it was like an open wagon
with an exposed pilot's bench up front, protected only by a
windscreen. The intake cowling fell off of it and onto the floor
when I patted it. I sighed, this alone would be a miracle if I
could get the jalopy running again. Right now it may as well be
just a pile of trollite. Just so you know, trollite is expended
storage crystal which serves no purpose anymore, it is worthless
once the lattice inside the crystal is burned out.

I sighed and patted Glitch's yellow dome. “Why don't
you pull up the manifest for special requisition A3142 and get
together what you can, while I see what needs to be done to get
this thing back in the air.”

He squeed and sped off on his treads leaving a
sparking trail behind. I smiled as I watched him go then turned to
my more immediate problem. Getting this thing running again. It
wasn't like the conveyances they used topside. The trains and
mechanical conveyances between cities were severely underpowered
since they relied on gravitic up-currents for lift, while most of
the population used the new solar and plasma drives. It all seemed
so backward to me.

Away from the gravity wakes, vehicles like tumbrils
needed alternate power sources for lift. Tumbrils, like this one,
burned ethanol from the decay and fermentation of farm plant waste.
The Betweeners and some of the more modern Sky Guard vessels used
solar power during the day with overpowered plasma drives. They
could switch to air breathers at night.

I hopped into the driver's seat and smiled at the old
leather helmet and round goggles on a leather strap. Those were my
mother's. I grabbed the dusty brown leather jacket from the floor
and hugged the white fleece to me, imagining hugging mom. I missed
her so much. If it weren't for all my pingers and harvesters, I'd
have died of loneliness long ago.

I slapped the dust off the old cracking leather. It
needed a good oiling. Then put the jacket on. I was shocked that it
fit me like a glove. I was just fifteen when mother had died of
Cinter-Lung from exposure to the latent radiation from the old mark
three harvesters they phased out when I was young.

That was when I met my first Topsider who wasn't a
courier. They had sent down a doctor who was one of the kindest men
I had ever spoken with. He was truly upset with the conditions we
lived in and he stayed dirtside with me at her bedside until she
passed.

We had our own little service, the five of us from
our grid and Doc Thane before the tumbril landed to bring her body
to the reclamation plant. It was sort of comforting in a way, to
know that mom would live on in the crops here dirtside.

I had tried on her jacket back then, but it was too
large on me. Mom had always been fit and strong. Now it was as if
it were tailored for me. I hugged myself then cleaned away the
dust, which had made it below the tarp over the years, off the
control console. I flicked the three power switches, and the
console flickered then died.

I kicked the base of the console, and with a labored
hum, the indicators all came to life. I sighed at all the red
displayed. I chuckled at the lone green indicator that told me the
console had power. Every other system was down.

I sighed and pulled the access panel below the
display and looked in. A Crop Hatch blinked its three eyes at me
then scurried off, bounding three times, higher and higher, until
it could take flight and buzz away. I sighed. The little fuzzy
flying beast had made a nest in there. On top of the storage
crystal enclosure where the heat from the decay kept the little
beast warm at night.

The flying rodents were one of the three mammalian
life forms on Tau Ceti Prime. Apparently, they are like a cross
between a sparrow and a squirrel from Old Earth. And they get into
everything here. They are about the only thing native to this
planet that isn't out to kill us.

I tolerated them because they kept all of the various
insects of Prime at bay around my crops, and keep the creeping
fungus away from the fruits since the fuzzy little critters find
the fungus a delicacy. Well, that and they are so flanterskelling
cute. I just call them Fluffers.

They are the only animal life besides insects here on
Prime that can fly. It keeps them out of the Cath Saber and doglike
Magna Lupus' jaws.

I squinted in mock pain. The little guy had chewed
through most of the wiring. I popped the door of the storage
crystal enclosure and looked at the three main crystals and the
reserve crystal. I pulled a darkened crystal from its mount and
peered at it, shaking my head. The others were about three quarters
burned to trollite, but the reserve looked to be burned down only
ten percent due to decay. I flipped the emergency breaker on the
reserve, and the enclosure started humming.

That would be more than enough to power it for about
twenty hours of flight time. I'd only need about two. And hour each
way as the air breathers spiraled the tumbril higher and higher
until it could catch an up-current. That was good since I hadn't
seen a crystal shipment down here for months, and I didn't have any
to spare for this.

I looked around, stepped down to the repair floor,
and looked at my creative piles of spare parts that littered the
area. I grinned and tugged at an old wiring harness from a pinger
from the Mark One era. The pile of junk... I mean valuable
replacement parts, tumbled in a clanging cacophony of sound. I
squinted one eye then shrugged. It didn't make any more of a mess
than I already had.

Then I hopped back onto the tumbril with my prize in
one hand, my multitool in the other, and grinned maniacally as I
attacked the console. The multitool reconfigured itself into a
soldering iron.

I only shocked myself four or five times, and drew
blood from my knuckles two flanterskelling times before I reached
up from where I was laying on my back, after soldering the last
connection and flipped the switches again.

With a scree of energy, the console lit brightly, all
greens across the board except... I stared at the lone red
indicator for the thrust vectoring array and squinted an eye at it
accusingly.

I grabbed the grafted wiring harness and yanked it
back and forth, sending a shower of sparks down onto me, then with
a click of a servo energizing, the red indicator flickered before
becoming a solid green. I gave it a toothy grin in triumph.
Troubleshooting at its finest right there folks. No need for
applause.

I fought off a yawn. I still needed to test all the
systems before fueling the air breathers with ethanol from the
stores. I smiled at Glitch as he made a third trip from the silos
with another group of the supplies for the shipment and secured
them in a shipping container in the bed of the tumbril.

When he was done, he turned to me like a dog looking
for praise. I had to smile at the silly pinger. I patted his orb
and said, “You did good Glitch.” Then I stood tall and straightened
the lapel of the leather flight jacket and asked, “What do you
think?”

He moved his grappler to the jacket and touched it
while making a low oscillating noise that sounded like, “Oooooo.”
He swiveled to look at my mother's other flight gear then back to
me again.

I asked, “You like?”

He swiveled up and down, and I gave him a big smile.
“Thanks, I thought so too.” Then I yawned, again... it was getting
late. I looked up at the chrono on the wall and blinked. I had
eaten up most of the night repairing the old bucket of bolts.

I patted Glitch's head and said as I hopped down to
the repair floor to head toward my cot in the office. “I'm going to
catch some shuteye, so I don't fall asleep and crash us into the
tundra tomorrow. Can you test all the systems and fuel her up for
me?” He squeed and nodded, sparks drizzling out between his
mobility platform and his body. I really needed to fix that.

He started moving away from the tumbril toward the
office, and I chuckled and said, “The tumbril, Glitchy, the
tumbril. I'm the one who needs sleep, not you.” He looked between
me and the vehicle, then drooped his orb showing embarrassment,
then drove back to the airship to start the systems check.

I took a moment to oil the leather of the jacket
before laying down on the cot in the corner of my organized chaos.
I slept here more often than not, it was just more convenient than
the little metal shipping container that was converted into economy
living quarters for us dirters, on the other side of the
compound.


Chapter 4 – Flight of the Albatross

I woke to Blip tapping my forehead. I sat bolt
upright saying, “I'm up, I'm up!” I tried to figure out where I
was, who I was, and why there were Fluffers jumping off of me where
they had been leeching my heat as I slept, and flitting away for
cover in the rafters. The poor pinger scooted back and tipped over
and landed unceremoniously on the floor with an audible blip.

My head cleared of the residual fogginess of sleep.
Oh yeah, I'm Fixit, on Prime, in my glamorous office. I sighed in
mock disappointment and suppressed a giggle because actually, I
really loved my life. Then I grinned at the pinger as he righted
himself with another blip. I cocked my head and yawned as I
stretched with one arm over my head, then the other. “What's up
Blippy? I glanced out the window. Tau Ceti was just starting to
cast blues and oranges on the horizon, and Luna Six and Seven were
still lighting the bluish green sky.

He stabbed his grappler at the chrono almost
apologetically. Oh man, time to get moving. I waved him off, and he
trundled away, and I called after him, “The shipment secure?” He
paused, nodded, and squeed. I had to make sure and asked,
“Strawberries?”

He nodded again, this time his squee sounded
indignant, the silly pinger. I held up my hands in front of me in
surrender. “Alright, I'm sorry. Of course, you got it all. Somebody
handling the preflight?”

He rotated his body a little, shook spastically, and
flopped onto the ground with a blip and shook violently. Then he
turned his ocular lens toward me expectantly when he stopped and
righted himself again. I nodded and rolled my eyes at his
theatrics, “Ah, Glitch. Got it.” That display alone would have
confounded the programmers of his artificial intelligence, as it
was contrary to all of his programming.

Again I took pride that my pingers had surpassed all
their programming and have exhibited a limited self-awareness and
adaptive programming that, to me, shows their understanding of
things beyond the scope of their programmed functions. And they
constantly show me a wide array of developing emotions that
everyone tells me isn't possible and that I am just imagining
things. I dare anyone to explain his little bout of charades there,
and why he looks pleased with himself even though he has no face to
express it.

I yawned one last time and flipped off the sky in
defiance of the controller up in New Terra City, the crystal
licking bootwaffle. Then I wandered into the sonic shower in the
locker room to clean up before my flight topside. It felt good to
be clean, not that the sonics could get the deeper ground in grease
and grime out of the pores of my hands, but it still felt good.

I'd spring for an actual water shower with soap, back
at the housing module, when I got back. As a rewarded for making my
first trip topside. It would cost me half a ration, but I could
live with that, if I needed more water I'd just go to the fields
during the daily hydro cycle.

I again idly wondered about the amazing sights I'd
see topside. I mean, I know what I watch on the daily waves, on the
drama and mystery serials. And I have all the holos mother had
shared with me, but actually seeing something in person and
experiencing it for yourself is much different than just watching a
recording.

Once I was cleaned up and in my best work clothes
which I hoped wouldn't get me mocked topside, I put my mother's
jacket back on and grabbed my tool pouch, fastening it around my
waist. I looked around the office one last time, remembered the
requisition and copied it to my iso-pad then burned a hard copy
onto the cellulose paper we produced dirtside for all the floating
cities.

I stepped out to the service floor and smiled as Blip
waved from where he was adjusting the electro magnetic bearings on
the axles of a Harvester whom I named Bonnie. I waved back, then I
grinned as Wrongway buzzed past, on a mission. He waved toward the
back wall, and I gave he mixed up pinger a returning wave.

Then I turned to the tumbril and hesitated. Ol'
Glitchy was polishing the painting of the Terran bird from Old
Earth which mother had adorned the tumbril with, above its dorsal
hull call letters, along with the callsign she had bestowed upon
the clunky transport in loopy script. The Albatross. Glitch had
multi-colored paint all over him, and I realized why the bird
looked so shiny. He had refreshed the paint, going over my mother's
work in excruciating detail, brush stroke for brush stroke.

He looked at me intently, expectantly. I had to smile
at the silly guy. I stepped up and laid an arm across his yellow
orb and looked between the thoughtful pinger and the Albatross. I
kissed his ocular lens and patted him. “You did good, Glitch.” He
squeed in glee.

The tumbril actually looked good except for the fact
it was a few decades outdated, and there were trash haulers that
dumped discarded tech in the boneyard that were more sophisticated.
Then I asked as I patted the old transport which was gleaming
brightly, like Glitch had spent the night buffing and polishing it,
“You got her all fueled up?”

He pivoted his body down a bit casting his gaze at
his transport platform and brought his grappler up to scratch his
orb in confusion. Oh, don't tell me the poor guy got sidetracked
and just cleaned the tumbril up all night.

He tapped his head then scooted over to the filler
port and opened it and raised up on his platform like he was on his
tippy toes, peering down the filler neck. He let out a squee of
relief and lowered himself back down and then nodded
enthusiastically at me. I had to giggle at him then said, “Good on
you Glitch. You're aces.”

Was it my imagination or did he look a little smug?
Hadn't he just thought he had forgotten to fuel the old girl up? I
tapped him with a finger, approximately where his forehead was and
said, “Don't get full of yourself now. You and I have a date on the
repair rack when we get back. We've been putting it off too long.
You don't want to end up like Wrongway now do you?”

His ocular lens dilated in fear, and he swiveled on
his platform in the negative. I chuckled when I heard Wrongway on
the other side of the bay squee out what sounded like someone
complaining indignantly, “Hey!”

I called out, “No offense DubDub. We'll take some
time to get you turned around too.” He squeed, indicating that it
was ok.

I hopped up onto the tumbril, this old model was an
open air vehicle, not rated for space as it only had a windscreen
and the rest was just open to the atmosphere. It was like one of
the ancient wagons I had watched in the waves from Old Earth, what
did mom call them? Westerns?

I chuckled, this tumbril wasn't that much more
advanced than that in my opinion. I wonder if mom's requisition for
a new one, which she put in almost a decade ago, would ever be
filled. Probably not. Us dirters weren't a priority unless food
production started to suffer.

I looked at the other leathers from my mom's flying
gear and noted they were all freshly oiled. Glitch had certainly
been busy last night. I slid on the gear, and it all fit like a
glove. I grinned as I pulled on the flight gloves and the leather
flight helmet.

I pulled the goggles down in place and slid into the
pilot's seat and slapped the green button on the armrest. The
photon restraints pulled me snugly into the seat, the form fitting
microfoam fitting to my body.

I glanced over to Glitch. “Aren't you coming, buddy?”
He started vibrating with excitement and squeed long and shrill,
the tone going up on the end in question. I giggled at him and
said, “Of course you can come, I'll need a co-pilot and someone to
help me unload when we reach topside, I don't expect those
bootwaffles up there to help.

He pulled himself aboard using his grappler, sparks
drizzling from his mobility platform as the connection couplings
were strained. He trundled past me and situated himself by the
shipment crates. I grinned then said, “Hold on, let's see if we can
get this thing in the air.”

His ocular lens dilated again, and he looked around
and grappled one of the tie down straps. I heard a hum and clank as
he magnetized his treads, holding him fast to the cargo bed. He
wasn't going anywhere.

I looked down at the controls. Ok, Fixie, this is
just like the endless hours of flight simulation, and the Earthshot
3.0 game of course. I couldn't screw up too much, or the failsafes
would kick in. I could have used autopilot... if I had wired it
back in... but I didn't have enough conductors in the makeshift
harness I cobbled together.

I hit the big red button that looked so imposing, and
the turbines started whining as they attempted to get to speed. The
tumbril shook, coughed and with a whump, the turbines whined back
down. I growled and kicked the control column hard. Sparks flew
from the open service door, and with a much higher pitched whine,
the turbines thrummed to life, the fuel ignited and then with an
almost deafening roar, the tumbril came to life. And the vessel
lifted into a hover above the repair bay floor, loose rags, tools
and stacks of parts tumbling away from the downward jetwash.

I grabbed the control stick as we started to rotate
and side slip into the office wall with a clang. I over compensated
and slid the other way as we spun backward. Bonnie squelching and
side shimmied on her massive wheels to avoid being struck as I
pulled us to bobbing and weaving hover.

I grinned sheepishly at everyone who was staring at
me now. All those mechanical eyes judging. I called out over the
roar of the tumbril, the sound being amplified by the shape of the
bay. “Sorry everybody. I got it now. See? Piece of cake!” Then I
grabbed the control stick with both hands to pull back when we
started to slide backward.

The squeals and rumbles from around me had me
narrowing my eyes and pointing around. I swear they were all
laughing at me. I said, “Watch it, or you get recycled oil on your
next tuneups.” It sounded like they were still chuckling, just a
little more subdued this time. I shot them all a grin then said,
“Here goes nothing.”

Then true to my word, nothing. The engines cut out,
and we plummeted to the ground. The emergency avoidance thrusters
cushioning our short fall. Now they were all squealing
uncontrollably, and blip had fallen on his side, his treads
spinning and grappler flailing he was laughing so hard. I muttered,
“I hate you all.”

Fifteen minutes later, after a quick repair and test
of the propulsion circuits after finding the problem, I fired her
back up again. This time the Albatross felt more responsive. I
waved, they all waved back, and with a couple experimental tries on
the stick, I got us moving slowly forward, blowing spare parts all
over the ground as we moved out of the repair bay.

In hindsight, I maybe should have towed the tumbril
out to the pad before starting her up. But hey, live and learn. The
moment we left the bay, the air pressure and sound pressure
changed. My ears were no longer ringing with the overwhelming sound
of the turbines, and I could hear myself think.

I looked up to the floating city in the now orange
and green sky. From here the metropolis looked like a whitish hazy
cloud, hanging unnaturally in the sky. It was odd, the little fleas
I usually saw zipping off in all directions were not present. Then
I remembered they had grounded all tumbril flights out of the city
while the Sky Guard dealt with the Betweeners.

I nodded to myself then touched the bud on the side
of the leather flight helmet and winced at the squelch of static
that burst forth, before the link cleared up. Wasn't there a single
flanterskelling thing working at Agri-grid A1? I couldn't keep up
with all the infrastructure repairs and service all my harvesting
buddies while making sure we always hit our quotas. Everything was
just trollite around here.

I spoke when I got the connection tone, “This is the
Albatross, KL4-31, Agri-grid A1 Actual. New Terra flight control
come in.”

Static, then a woman's voice sounded out over the
link. “This is NT Flight, go ahead Albatross.”

I looked up to the sky. “Requesting flight clearance
from Agri-grid A1 to NT Palace, emergency supply shipment.”

The woman said, “Negative Albatross. Condition
Violet, no civilian traffic until further notice.”

I sighed and responded, “New Terra Actual is
expecting the shipment for Lady Peregrine herself.”

There was a long pause. I knew the thoughts going
through the flight controllers head, none of them polite, they were
the same thoughts I had when I was informed I was responsible for
the replacement shipment and had to fly it up myself.

Then the woman was back on. “Roger Albatross, you are
cleared for traffic lane Beta. I'll track telemetry.” Then there
was a pause. “Tumbril KL4-31 is registered as an old Mark 2?”

I sighed and nodded to myself and affirmed it, “Roger
NT Flight.”

The woman sounded put out now and grumbled over the
line, “That thing can't make a direct flight, not enough lift,
it'll take at least a half hour or more to spiral up.”

I thought to myself. Well, too bad Miss 'I've got
better things to do than babysit a tumbril.' I shouldn't have to be
making this flight to begin with. Some crystal licker had his
panties in a bunch.

Instead, I ignored her and said, “Albatross en
route,” She replied in the affirmative.

I swallowed and shoved the thrust lever forward, and
the air breathers whined, and we started slowly rising toward the
sky as I started vectoring our thrust forward. Within seconds we
were cutting through the air at breakneck speeds, and it was
exhilarating! Glitch agreed as he squealed in joy. If I had known
it was such a rush, I would have repaired this old clunker a long
time ago.

I pulled back on the stick, and we started climbing
but a lot more slowly than our forward thrust felt like we would.
Oh well, at least I'd get to fly for a while longer. I started
banking into long looping spirals, climbing a few hundred feet at a
time, using my delta V to keep climbing.

I was grinning like a fool until a beeping, warning
tone, came over my link. I looked at the console and saw a red
light blinking over the lidar scope. Then I swore and looked to the
north. I saw nothing for a moment and was about to check the lidar
scope again when two vessels burst through a cloud layer at the
peak of some mountains below me, at about five miles out.

The blood red paint job on the oncoming vessels had
me swearing as they climbed straight up on an intercept vector,
their engines streaming white hot plasma. I was on the link
instantly, “NT Flight, Albatross! I have Betweeners incoming!”


Chapter 5 – Betweeners

The woman's voice was strained as she replied, “Roger
Albatross, we have them on scope. Change vector to heading 163,
delta Z at zero zero to prolong intercept. Sky Guard dispatched,
ETA two minutes.”

I growled out, “Negative Flight, I don't have twenty
seconds let alone two minutes.” Flanterskelling pirates! They were
just laying in wait at the peak. My heart was racing. Sometimes
they just took the shipments and let the crew go, but sometimes
they simply threw them overboard and took the vessel too. I was
pretty sure I couldn't fly without the tumbril, and I didn't have a
jump pack, so I decided it was better not to just cross my
fingers.

I muttered over the link, “Let's see how badly these
bootwaffles want me.” Then I banked hard to port as I feathered the
port engines, spinning wildly on my X axis, the G-forces pulled on
me and the photon restraints heated under strain as my vision
started tunneling. I fought passing out under the Gs. Glitch was
slowly sliding toward the side of the cargo bed, holding on tight
with his grappler.

I was cognizant enough to pull out of the turn after
flipping on our axis. Then as the blood made it's way back to my
brain, I heard NT Flight asking, “Albatross, what are you doing?
Are you suicidal?”

I tapped the link off and glared at the oncoming
Betweeners I was now facing and growled loudly, slammed the
throttle wide open as I dove toward them. The vessel shuddered as I
was hit with negative ion disruptors. I grinned fiercely, they were
attempting to disrupt my ion plasma drives. Guess what you crystal
lickers, I don't have any.

The age of the vehicle was playing to my advantage.
They were trying to force me to land using emergency reaction
thrusters. I feathered my vector down slightly to increase my speed
incrementally, I was nearing the speed of sound, and the
crystal-alloy windshield was starting to shake.

I saw a turret on the bottom of the nearest
streamlined, enclosed vessel, swing toward me. That was a harpoon
gun. Our crossing speed was going to be close to Mach two, that
wouldn't secure me, it would tear right through me if we didn't
collide. I narrowed my eyes and raised the nose of the Albatross a
bit to aim right at them. I wasn't going to let them get above me
to get a shot, and I wasn't going to veer off. They couldn't build
enough Delta Z to get over me to shoot that damn pig sticker at us.
So this was it, a game of ultimate chicken that might get me and
Glitch killed.

I called out to him over the rushing wind and the
whining of the air breathers. “Hang on Glitchy!” He squealed with
fear in return. Our closing speed was so great we had maybe two
seconds before we collided into a fireball in the sky. But the
other pilot panicked first and dipped at the last instant, and I
heard a screech as our belly scraped their upper fuselage.

I exhaled and panted as I throttled back and leveled
off before we shook apart, knowing there was likely a streak of red
paint on the underside of the Albatross and a brown one in my
pants.

I had just leveled out when I heard the high pitched
whining of a plasma drive over our own turbines. How? They couldn't
have turned that quickly. Then I realized the other Betweener
tumbril must have flanked and adjusted course in case things turned
out the way they did. I wasn't a pilot, and my inexperience was
going to cost us.

At that thought the Albatross heaved, and side
slipped a bit as we were struck by a harpoon from the Betweener who
had closed on our wing. They started reversing thrust, dragging us
down to less than a hundred miles per hour as they reeled us in
slowly. I was pushing down the panic.

Come on Fixit, think! They may have those sleek space
rated, enclosed tumbrils, but you have your brain. Now think.

They were slowing us down like that to board, when we
were around sixty miles per hour, it would be safe for them to
cross over. The proximity alarms were all going off as they reeled
me in slowly while our speed decreased. I could hear the whining of
their plasma drives over the thudding of my heart. I was getting
close to hyperventilating in my panic.

They were just off to port, five feet off the port
wing fin, just past the rear intake, their craft was twice the size
of mine, and I could see pirates crowding the windows of their
enclosed cabin to look at me

Then their doors slid open, and men and women in
wingsuits and jump packs started leaping over to the Albatross. The
turbines vectored to steady us as the first two landed on the
stubby wing fins of my lifting body craft, and they were armed.

That's when my brain kicked back into overdrive as I
pushed the paralyzing fear back to the far recesses of my mind. I
wasn't going out like this, no way. I was going to tend the crops
until my dying day, just like mom. I wasn't going to let a bunch of
bootwaffles take me out. My eyes darted around as the first two
made their way into the cargo bed.

I smirked when my eyes caught something beside me. I
switched off my photon restraints and dove onto the photon docking
projector as the first man started raising his weapon, it looked
like an old-school projectile accelerator. I swung the projector
his way and slammed my palm down on the activation button.

With a scree, a solid line of compressed photons,
meant to tether the tumbril in a docking port on one of the
terminals on a floating city, shot out and slammed into the man's
chest. Sending him and the woman behind him tumbling out onto the
wing fin, narrowly missing the intake port. They were unable to get
a handhold and slid off into empty space.

I watched as they tumbled through the sky, falling
rapidly behind our two vehicles. I was horrified and elated. Had I
just killed them? Then I saw them spread their arms and legs wide
and they started soaring gracefully. Their wingsuits! Between those
and their jump packs, they'd make it to the ground just fine.

To my chagrin, part of me was disappointed, but the
rest of me was relieved. I don't think I could have lived with
blood on my hands, even if they were trying to kill me and steal my
shipment.

I had been too distracted with watching those two
that I hadn't realized that two more had boarded until the air
breathers re-vectored to stop the sway of their extra weight on the
wing.

The first one leapt into the cargo bed and started
running toward me, her rebreather making her look sinister. The
second guy had the misfortune of jumping into the cargo area beside
Glitch, who grabbed him with an electrified grappler. The man fell
to the cargo bed twitching and jerking.

The woman stumbled when I heard the high-pitched
screeching of massively overpowered plasma drives that drowned out
even the sound of her vessel. And then there was the sound of a
plasma canon followed by a deafening roar and detonation as the
second Betweener tumbril which had been able to turn back around
and re-engage, was blown out of the sky in a giant fireball.

The storage crystals onboard must have ruptured and
released all their energy in an instant in a spectacular,
uncontrolled, cascade lattice failure.

The pirate was knocked off her feet by the concussive
blast, and I was blown overboard. I managed to snag the corner of
the windscreen with my right hand. I was dangling as I was buffeted
by the wind of our passing, repeatedly slamming against the bow of
the Albatross. My panic was rising again, washing away that odd
analytical calm which I had just moments before. I struggled to
pull myself back on board.

I swung my body and was just able to grab the
windscreen with my other hand and dragged myself back inside. I
rolled to the floor facing up as I panted, trying to calm my
adrenaline filled body. I watched in morbid fascination as the
massive Sky Guard tumbril slid in above us.

Then I gasped as the wind was knocked out of me as
the Betweener, who had obviously regained her footing, dove onto
me. Her knee slamming into my gut, causing pain to bloom through my
belly.

My eyes snapped wide when she pulled a large blade
from a hip sheath.

I grappled with her as I gasped for air that wouldn't
come. I didn't want to die there! I grabbed her by the rebreather
mask and yanked back with both hands. She went tumbling over me and
slammed into the control console hard, sending sparks flying
everywhere as system alarms chimed.

I stumbled to my feet and quickly pulled my multitool
from my tool pouch on my hip, and instinctively tapped a code into
the handle. I could hear the clinking as it unfolded and
reconfigured into a large lug spanner that I could use as a
makeshift club.

Before I could spin back to face the pirate, someone
landed in front of me from above with a solid thud. She stood from
the crouch she landed in, to her full height, towering above me,
and I just blinked at the tall Sky Guard ranger. Her long, straight
ebony hair swirled back behind her in the wind, whipped like
ethereal snakes.

The flanterskelling woman had a crooked smile on her
face, her dark eyes twinkling behind the crystal alloy visor that
protected her eyes from the wind. Her violet plasti-ceramic armor
fitting her form nicely and not leaving much to the
imagination.

I just gawked at her, frozen in her gaze as she
cocked her head and yelled over the cacophony of whining turbines
and plasma drives of the three vessels, “Hi.”

I actually blushed as it felt as if she were actually
checking me out. I was peripherally aware that Glitch had a plasma
cutter out and was working on cutting the harpoon tether. Good
boy.

She winked at me, her white teeth showing starkly
against her light olive complexion then she placed her hands on my
shoulders and said, “Down please.”

I instinctively ducked, and her plasti-ceramic
covered fist lashed out, and there was a solid clanking thud as she
struck the Betweener who had recovered, and was about to stab me
from behind.

The woman went flying back into the console again,
causing another shower of sparks before she slumped to the floor,
unconscious with a shattered rebreather mask dangling and blood
covering her face. I almost snorted when all the systems warning
alarms stopped chirping.

I stood slowly back up, staring back at the woman the
Guard had laid out with a single blow. Ok, not gonna lie, I had a
little bit of hero worship goin' on at that moment. I turned back
to her and blushed as she gave me a crooked grin.

Then my eyes shot wide, and I yelled, “Duck!” I swung
my lug spanner with all the force I could muster. Her reaction
speed was incredible. She had ducked and had already half spun
around by the time my spanner connected with the jaw of the man who
had recovered from Glitch's shock and was about to hit her from
behind.

A detached part of me watched in fascination as he
spun in place, swayed, then went down like a sack of grain onto the
deck as the ranger stood.

Then the Albatross slid violently to the side when
the harpoon tether finally snapped. The Sky Guard's hand shot out
to steady me, and I felt my body vibrating with the raw adrenaline
coursing through my veins as the turbines re-vectored to put us
into a hover again.

I stared at the grinning woman through wide, manic
eyes. She looked thrilled and excited like she was having a good
time, and affirmed that by yelling, “Thrilling!” Then pulled me to
her and kissed me hard. She released me as I just stood in
shock.

She had just kissed me. And good lord of the cosmos,
it was thrilling, wasn't it? My body hummed as she smiled toothily
and said, “Be just a jiff.” Then she winked and quickly dove
overboard, slapping her arms to her side.

I stepped quickly to the side and looked down in a
panic. The now loose pirate craft was diving for the cover of a
cloud bank. The Sky Guard Ranger was vectoring her body toward them
at breakneck speed. A moment before impact she twisted her body,
and her legs slammed into a wing fin and she punched the skin of
the wing, then held onto the hole she made.

Then she pulled a small negative ion blaster from a
holster at her hip and started shooting the plasma drive ports.
They sputtered then failed, and the vessel started plummeting out
of control to the ground below. She pushed off of it and into the
air, just to be swallowed up by the clouds.

She didn't have a jump pack, she'd be killed! I dove
to the controls and started to pivot for a dive when a massive
tumbril rose up from the cloud bank, the water vapor bubbling away
from it as it rose. And there was that crazy Amazon of a Sky Guard
ranger standing on the roof of it in a three-point stance. Holding
onto a ventral port.

I stared at her then glanced up, realizing for the
first time, her vessel wasn't there anymore. She probably had a
cybernetic link to it and had it diving before she even made her
crazy free fall leap. I blinked and blushed. Oh yeah, there's that
hero worship kicking in again.

I bit my lower lip. Damn, why are the crazy ones
always so hot.

I paused. So hot? Ok, apparently I was attracted to
the nutcase.

She slid off the roof and stepped across our wings
and kept her eyes on me the whole time she put restraints on the
unconscious man and hefted him over her shoulders. She called out,
“That game of chicken was a thing of beauty, lady. You got balls of
titanium. Gave me a chance to get into position.”

She glanced away long enough for her tumbril to move
lower and an airlock opened. She tossed the man across
unceremoniously with a bit of effort, as I felt my blush spreading
as I watched her muscles flex with the effort. I had a sudden urge
to check my hair, but it was mostly contained under the leather
flight helmet.

She almost sauntered past me to put restraints on the
woman, then made a show of hoisting her and moving to the edge
where her vessel had changed position. She tossed the pirate
through the airlock door then turned to me and put one hand on her
cocked hip while she tilted her head and asked, “What's your name,
scrappy?”

I squeaked out, barely audible over the whine of the
engines, “Fixit.”

She gave me a look of patience as she cocked her head
the other way and asked again, “What's your name Fixit?”

This time my hand absently moved up to touch the ends
of my dirty blonde hair that were fluttering to the side in the
slipstream. Lords above, could I get any more awkward? This woman
only kissed me because of the excitement and thrill of battle,
right? And was caught up in the moment?

I squeaked out, “Vega.”

She nodded once with her cocky smile then said,
“Pleased to meet you, Vega, I'm Vashon. Thanks for the assist back
there, you got a good swing.”

I blushed again. Come on Fixit, pull yourself
together!

Then she called out, as she eyed me up and down one
last time, “I'll escort you into New Terra. Just stay on my six.”
Then just like that she was gone, diving over the edge again.
Didn't she have any self-preservation instincts at all?

I looked over the edge again to see her tumbril
barrel rolling as she gracefully fell through the open airlock
door. Then the vessel started to climb in front of us. Mother of
all crystal, she was sort of sexy, for a madwoman. Glitch sqeed two
long appreciative tones beside me as he trundled up, it sounded
like a catcall to me.

I grinned at him as I watched the sleek vessel take
point. “Yeah, she was pretty hot, wasn't she?” He nodded, and I
playfully shoved his orb where his shoulder would have been. I
swear the little pinger was chuckling at me.

I called out as I sat in the pilot's seat and
reactivated the photon harness, “Thanks for the help Glitchy,
you're tops in my book.” If a pinger could blush, then Glitch was
doing it as he secured himself in the cargo area again and I
started vectoring the turbines forward, and we started our trip
back toward New Terra to make our delivery.

Now that I was alone, I let my hands shake as I held
back my sobs. I wasn't going to show weakness. I had been
terrified, and the adrenaline burning off was making me shaky. But
a small part of me was elated over the fight, and my survival. Even
if at least five Betweeners had died at the hands of Vashon.

I steeled myself, forced a smile, and started the
long spiral upward.


Chapter 6 – Date?

After a long journey up, we slid into one of the
gravitic up-currents. Then the turbines stopped straining and spun
down to an idle when we didn't require any more lift as our mass
was no longer being tugged upon by the gravity well of Tau Ceti
Prime. Wow, so that was what they were like. I was both impressed
and elated, I could even tell I was essentially in zero G as my
hair that hung below my flight helmet floated around me.

I slid my goggles to the top of my head and just
gawked at the expansive city before me. It's greater mass base
literally resting on the gravity wake like a ship on an ocean. It
boggled the mind that something of this scale was essentially just
floating above the surface of Prime like this.

I just blinked at the soaring towers and spires, the
plastic, ceramic and steel towers rising from the base. I saw green
and blue trees in various parks dotting the city, and so many sport
tumbrils and transport tubes. It was all so overwhelming, seeing so
many people scurrying around to their various destinations, looking
like skitter mites swarming the roots of the corn stalks.

I had to look away from this wonderland which I had
only seen peripherally on the screens dirtside. There was almost
too much stimulus, too much to see at once so I concentrated on my
task at hand, maybe I'd have a little time after the delivery to
explore this bustling metropolis a bit.

The computer helped me use the old style reaction
thrusters to maneuver effortlessly to dock at the receiving bay
specified in my flight plan. The Sky Guard ranger hovered off my
wing until my docking was completed, as the Albatross moved out of
the gravitic eddy.

My hair fell back to my shoulders again as I felt my
own weight returning. Then I saw Vashon's bigger vessel fly off
toward the Justice Spire with the two prisoners on board. I
absently wondered if other Guards caught the two I had knocked off
the Albatross when they landed.

That crystal licker, New Terra Actual, met me there,
and the bootwaffle actually went through the manifest, opening each
shipping crate to verify their contents before I could start
unloading. I still didn't know his name as he didn't seem too
worried about introducing himself to a dirter like me.

Just as Glitch and I finished unloading the cargo
onto the docking platform, the man had the temerity to inform me
that I was to deliver it to Lady Peregrine's palace estate since,
“The staff is busy setting up for the celebration. You don't expect
me to deliver it myself, do you? It was you who lost the first
special requisition shipment after all.”

He looked me up and down, scowled, and added, “You're
a mess. Don't you dirters have any pride in your appearance?”

I growled under my breath. He knew darn well that I
had been attacked by Betweeners on the way up, otherwise, how did
he know when to meet me when I docked? I was in a fight, of course
I'm a little disheveled now. And I can't afford the fancy clothing
of a dandy that he was wearing. You wouldn't be able to work in the
shop or fields with those fancy duds.

I said flatly, “I have no way to transport the cargo
from here.”

He sighed in exasperation. “Just hail a cargo carrier
at the kiosk. Don't you know anything?”

I replied through gritted teeth, “This is my first
time topside, I don't know how things work in the floating
cities.”

He muttered, “Ill-educated ground dwellers.” Then he
addressed me as if he hadn't just disparaged me out loud, “If the
delivery isn't at Lady Peregrine's estate within one hour, then
your stipend will be docked for every minute you are late.”

Now I don't know many people... fine I don't know any
people, but I knew that I didn't like nor wish to know this crystal
licking waste of fertilizer. Glitch made a low static noise that
sounded like a growl, as the aperture of his ocular lens iris
constricted to a pinpoint.

I agreed with my metal companion, if this was how all
topsiders were, I was happy down in my shop with my pinger friends.
I loved every single one of them. I absently reached out and patted
Glitch's orb, thanking him for his support.

Then I caught myself blushing and touching my lips as
I remembered the heat of the kiss from that Amazonian Vashon. Ok,
so maybe not all topsiders were as unlikeable as this man was.

He pointed at the information kiosk expectantly then
stalked off, with his iso-pad in hand. I gave his retreating back
the ol' one finger salute. I hoped he got Primer flu. If anyone
deserved to be miserable for three months, it was him.

I stepped up to the kiosk, Glitch trundling and
sparking beside me. Some of the Primers walking past gave us funny
looks and a wide berth. I looked at the holo-screen. This wasn't
dissimilar to the diagnostics pads we used dirtside. I punched up
capitol transportation and scrolled the menus and found an
auto-sled requisition. I tapped it and pinged our location then
went over to the cargo to wait.

A minute later, a flatbed transportation sled flew
down smoothly from the swarm of vessels darting through the maze of
towering buildings high above. It settled right next to us and
chimed. I placed my hand on the control panel on the side of it and
it scanned my identity, and the controls turned green.

It didn't take long to load up with Glitch's help.
Then I punched in our destination as I took a seat and the photon
restraints wrapped around me and snugged me into the cushions. I
shook my head as I looked around. What we wouldn't do for a sleek
cargo sled like this in the fields. Why did the topsiders get all
the good tech and we got the scraps? Without us, they'd all starve
to death, didn't they realize that? You'd think we'd be a
priority.

Oh well.

I took the time to look around at all the wonders
around us as the sled whisked us away. It was virtually silent
except for a low hum. It had to have been using electromagnetic
lift. Then I realized that the metal frames of the plastic and
ceramic skinned buildings must be supplying the electromagnetic
counter force. That was ingenious. I'd love to dig around in the
guts of the mechanical sub-systems of that setup.

We landed on a platform on the second biggest spire
in the city. I swallowed, this was the home of the ruler of Tau
Ceti Prime, Lady Peregrine herself. Her palace. She was about the
most glamorous woman I have ever seen on the entertainment waves,
like one of the actresses in the drama waves. And she always spoke
with such confidence that it was easy to see how she became the
ruler this decade.

I wondered if I would see her inside. Wouldn't that
be exciting?

On that thought, the receiving platform door opened,
and a sleek pinger with a smooth white ceramic skin hovered out to
us. Wow, even they were using electromagnetic lift instead of a
mobility platform. I waved at it as it glided to us. Glitch squeed
and waved too, but the pinger seemed to ignore us. I said, “Hello,
how are you today?” It didn't acknowledge me. That was rude. It
scanned me and my iso-pad hanging on my tool belt dinged. I saw the
manifest was displayed on it.

The pinger moved back a couple feet, and a procession
of pingers glided out of the door and up to the sled. Each took a
crate and turned efficiently to bring the supplies inside. Glitch
rolled up to them and waved and squeed, and tried to get their
attention as I narrowed my eyes and looked at them as he drooped in
sadness at being ignored.

Then I got it, and reached out and grabbed my
friend's grappler and pulled him back to my side as I said in a
low, disbelieving voice. “I don't think they are being rude
Glitchy. I don't think they have any AI. They're... they're just...
machines.”

That tasted bad on my tongue, and he made a sad
whining sound. Why have pingers that can't think for themselves?
That seemed just unnatural to me. These pingers would be just
pre-programmed drones with just a single task, moving cargo. What a
waste of potential. They were like mindless... slaves.

At that thought, I really didn't want to be there
anymore, as I imagined all of my friends being mindless automatons
like that. It sent a shiver down my spine, and I grasped Glitch's
grappler like a hand in a show of solidarity. When the sled was
unloaded, the first pinger scanned me again, and my iso-pad dinged,
and I looked down to see a requisition receipt confirmation.

The floating tin can went back through the receiving
pad door, and it closed behind him, leaving the two of us just
standing there. I guess we were dismissed. And we never got to see
the inside of Lady Peregrine's estate. Just about then, that was
fine with me. I was a little creeped out. I muttered, “Come on
Glitch, let's go home, that was flanterskelling unnatural.”

He nodded and squeed and we loaded ourselves back
onto the sled as fast as we could, and I hit the return icon on the
control screen. All of my excitement about being topside in one of
the great cities of Prime, was soured by the rude steward and the
lobotomized pingers. I whispered to my friend, “I want to go home
now.” He nodded and we just sat in silence all the way back to the
Albatross.

My dark mood suddenly lifted, and I caught myself
absently checking my hair under the leather helmet again when I saw
the tall figure of a certain Sky Guard waiting beside the Albatross
as we landed.

My heart sped up, and I felt a blush burning my
cheeks as we landed beside Vashon. She had that confident and cocky
smirk on her face as I hopped off the sled near her, and Glitch
joined me.

She stepped right into my personal space and cocked
her head, her eyes taking me in. I felt as if she could see right
inside of me, as I looked up at her before I looked down at my
hands as I clasped them awkwardly at my waist.

She said in a voice tinged with humor, “Hello,
Fixit.”

I squeaked, “Hello, Vashon.” All the lords above,
could I sound even more awkward? Why did I sound awkward? Was I
awkward? I certainly felt awkward. I mean. Yes, she was sexy as
hell, and I was pretty sure I was attracted to her. I mean she did
kiss me and...

She knocked me out of my rapid-fire internal babbling
by putting a finger on my chin and raising my head up so that we
locked eyes again. She was smiling softly just then, and I was
lost. She asked, “Agri-grid A1?”

I nodded dumbly, and she smiled her cocky smirk and
said, “Wonderful. Have dinner with me there tonight.”

I blinked. She wanted to see me again, like I
secretly wanted to see her too? She cocked an eyebrow in question,
and I said something like, “Oh... ok...” I'm not sure because I
wasn't listening. I was just fascinated with her lips and wondered
if she kissed me again if it would feel just as thrilling as the
first time.

Then she said, “Great, it's a date then. See you
tonight.” Then she stepped away pointing at Glitch, “Great job down
there today, buddy.” He squeed and saluted her, and she chuckled.
Her laugh set something off in my gut. Oh hell, it aroused me. Yup,
apparently I was into girls, at least ebony haired ones in purple
armor.

She just backed to the edge of the platform and
hopped off without losing eye contact with me. The little bit of
acceleration she got from the fall before she hit the
weightlessness of the gravitic eddy, carried her down. She drifted
as I rushed to the edge to see her land lightly on the roof of her
sleek tumbril. She winked and swung down into an open airlock.

I giggled as the vessel flew off, barrel rolling as
she went. Showing off for me. I smiled, blushed to myself, then
went cold as ice at a realization. Only an archaic Old Earth
epitaph would work here, and I spat it out in a panic, “Fuck!”

A date? A real honest to goodness date? I looked down
at my attire, it was the best I owned.

I blurted out to Glitch, “We need to find me a decent
outfit.” Then I giggled to myself. A Sky Guard was interested in
me? I turned back to the city with renewed excitement and started
walking toward a cluster of shopping spires as I calculated how
many credits I had tucked away. “Come on, we have work to do.”

He squeed in excitement as I marched across the dock
with my best friend at my side, my heart pounding in my chest. I
had a date to prepare for.

The End
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Chapter 1 – Cat Snack

I glanced back at Glitch as I guided the Albatross to
the farthest point on the perimeter of Agri-Grid A1. The panels
showed a malfunction of the sonic fencing that kept the predators
of Tau Ceti Prime out of the fields.

The fences were all that kept the world, where
everything was trying to kill us, at bay. Our terraforming of Prime
centuries ago had killed off most of the varied native creatures
who had lived on the planet, and a lot of the vegetation, when the
atmospheric processors thickened the atmosphere and made it more
oxygen-rich while stripping out a lot of the carbon dioxide.

That seemed wrong on so many levels to me, to wipe
out so many forms of life just so that a planet, which wasn't ours,
was more hospitable for us to colonize. It was even more wrong that
just a couple centuries after colonizing, we abandoned the surface
of the planet to live in the massive cities floating a mile above
the surface of the planet, in the gravitic up-currents that were
unique to Tau Ceti Prime.

Well, mostly abandoned, as not all Primers went
topside. There needed to be people to maintain the farms, mines,
and even the automated resource processing plants and massive
atmospheric processing plants. They called us dirters.

There were possibly only a hundred or so humans left
on the surface tending the support infrastructure for the million
or so people living in the cities above. In the agriculture sector
alone, there were only twenty people manning the entire farming
operation here dirtside, in pinger maintenance. The rest of the
farming jobs had been automated by pingers, and I fear one day even
my maintenance position will be replaced with the next two or three
generations of AI pingers.

But until that day came, I had a job to do. I called
back over the sound of the wind of our passing in my open air
tumbril, “Hang on Glitch, were going in.”

His high pitched squeal of the affirmative served as
a thumbs up as he was always holding on for dear life in the bed of
the Albatross when I was flying her, so he couldn't give an
improvised thumbs up with his grappler. The silly pinger was my
best friend down here.

I reveled in the thrill of flight and wondered why I
had put off repairing my mother's old tumbril before my first
flight topside a couple months back. If I had known the sense of
freedom it gave me, I would have repaired it right away after her
passing.

I glanced back, and I swear that he was just
overacting as he tightened his grip on a cargo tie down. This was
belied by the iris in the ocular lens that was centered in his
spherical body, which was wide in excitement. I grinned. “Drama
queen.” He somehow looked indignant, and I grinned. His yellow
safety paint was flaking again, I'd have to touch him up soon. The
atmosphere on Prime was pretty harsh on metal and ceramic
composites.

I rolled my eyes at him and vectored the turbines and
the air breathing airship dove for the edge of the crops near a
pylon on the sonic fence that was blinking the warning red of
failure. The air breathing engines whined, and we kicked up a plume
of dust and debris as we set down in the twenty-meter-wide buffer
zone between the corn crop and the barrier.

I saw the problem already as I pulled off my goggles
and leather flight helmet as I deactivated the photon restraints so
I could get out of the pilot's chair at the control column. The
wild lattice grasses, which thrive in the new thicker atmosphere we
had engineered here, got into everything.

They really needed to get Invasive Species Control
down to spray defoliant around the sonic barriers. I had been
requesting a dusting flight for weeks. They keep assuring me they
will get around to it. This will wake them up I bet. I could see
the creeping chain-like surface root system of the grasses forming
a veil around the base of the pylon. Blades of the stiff blue,
sawlike grass, was clogging the cooling ports of the unit.

I could hear a low thrum shaking the ground nearby,
and I grinned to myself and looked across the sea of corn to see a
Mark 9 harvester moving down the rows. It was Bonnie. I waved at
the pinger with a smile. She bounced playfully on the suspension of
her two-story tall wheels, as she swung her visual port our way.
Glitch squealed in greeting as he waved his grappler wildly. I
think he may have a crush on her.

She warbled a deep thrumming honk with her warning
horns, then turned back to her work and diligently moved ears of
corn up into her massive holding bins. I had the most dedicated
workers dirtside, I'd pit my friend's work ethic against any of the
other Agri-Grids. We have never once missed a quota.

I grabbed our maintenance kit, and Glitch and I
disembarked. He trundled along beside me on his mobility platform,
sparks drizzling from the connectors. I swear I'll fix that one
day, we just keep getting sidetracked. At least we fixed one of my
other pingers last week, Wrongway. He no longer drives in the wrong
direction, though he still does everything else backward.

As we arrived close to the pylon, he reached over
with his grappler and took the kit from me as I looked at the
structure and the encroaching vegetation. I asked him,
“Movement?”

I heard a high pitched scree as he scanned a few
meters around the area. I didn't want to be surprised by a field
viper in the thick grass. The other pylons had a bit of overlap at
the outer edges, but the central area between had no coverage.

I had the misfortune of being bit by one once, we
still don't know how it got past the sonic fence. It had felt like
my blood was on fire until my field belt administered the
anti-venom a few seconds later. I felt nauseous for weeks after
that.

He squealed in a warbling negative. I nodded my
thanks and stepped up to the pylon. He set the kit next to me and
looked around. I told him, “Go ahead and strip away the lattice
grass around the pylon and I'll see if we can't get it up and
operational again.”

The silly pinger saluted me and turned and started
trundling toward the Albatros. I chuckled and called out,
“Glitchy?”

He rotated his orb-like body back to look at me as he
continued away. “Is that the pylon silly boy?” His rubberized metal
tank treads slowed to a stop as he looked back and forth between
the tumbril and the pylon. He rotated like he was cocking his head
to think, then he lowered his visual port in embarrassment and
rotated back and forth in the negative.

He moved quickly back to me and started cutting the
surface roots with an electric arc between the pincers of his
grappler. The roots were strong as steel and would dull any
non-carbon hardened blades, but they were extremely susceptible to
high temperatures.

He pulled some of the offending grass from the
cooling ports. I slid in and pulled my multi-tool from my belt,
absently typing the code into the handle. It clinked and clanked as
it reconfigured to a larger spanner and I went to work removing the
access panel at the base of the unit.

Glitch got distracted by something in the sky. I
followed his gaze and had to grin, a flock of fluffers were arcing
high above, out of the range of the sonic fence and then down to
land in the fields of the Agri-Grid. The little three-eyed, winged
critters were the only remaining native mammals who weren't out to
eat me like the others.

They look like a cross between an old Earth sparrow
and squirrel. Most people saw them as pests, but I thought they
were more helpful than harmful since they enjoyed eating the
insects and fungus that blighted a lot of our Terran crops, and
didn't have a taste for our vegetation.

I glanced up at New Terra, floating a mile above the
surface of the planet, looking like a pale white cloud hanging in
the sky. They certainly wouldn't like if the creeping fungus or
skitter mites impacted their food shipments topside.

Besides, the fuzzy little critters are so
flanterskelling cute and like to cuddle up with me when I sleep in
the office. They are partial to heat. They are nothing like the
other two surviving mammals, their vicious and carnivorous
relatives, the Cath Saber and doglike Magna Lupus.

I swear Glitch was watching them fly with wide-eyed
wonder. I smiled at him and went back to work, a moment later he
was cutting and tearing grass out from around the immediate
area.

I pulled the panel and groaned. The grass had gotten
into everything, there were some shorted circuits. We were lucky
the entire unit wasn't burned out. I shuddered, if that had
happened, the fence here would be down for a day or two until a new
pylon could be brought dirtside as I had used up my spares months
ago.

I really didn't want a hole in the network that long,
I'd have to lock myself in the service bay or living quarters to
protect myself from predators. Until the Sky Guard could do an
aerial sweep of the thousand square miles of my grid to rid it of
any predators that got in before the pylon was replaced.

I opened my kit and pulled out a couple improvised
modules I cobbled together with parts I stripped from other dead
pylons. I reconfigured my multi-tool into a plasma cutter and went
to work stripping out the grass and roots from the guts of the
unit.

I finished the chore and pulled the two shorted
modules and placed them in the kit, I could look at them later to
see if I could repair or salvage them. I slid the first replacement
module into place, and internal power was fully restored. I shared
a look with Glitch who looked pleased, then started to install the
sonic projector module, it jammed in the rails and then I froze as
I pulled it out to examine the rail.

A high pitched scream sounded out from nearby. My
blood ran cold, and I looked at the sonic module in my hand and
back at the Albatross. Then turned to see the catlike Cath Saber
bounding through the grass toward us. It was moving too fast for me
to get back to the Albatros and get it into the air.

Glitch was squealing in urgency, and I yelled back at
him, “I know! I almost have it!”

I kept an eye on the Saber as I slammed the module
back into the rail. It jammed three-quarters of the way down. I was
shaking, my hands fumbling as I pushed harder. Then a second Saber
dove out from the cover of the grass, they were pack hunting! It
out massed me by a factor of three, and it slammed into my side
like a runaway tumbril. It snapped its elongated jaws at me, it's
fangs bared.

I got my multitool up just in time, punching in a
code as I lifted it. It reconfigured into a lug spanner that I
jammed in the cat's mouth. Its three eyes narrowed at me. It was
enraged that I stopped its bite, and it lifted a paw tipped with
razor sharp claws.

A moment later it was flying through the air as
Glitch squealed at it. I would have said his warbling wail was a
cross between anger and fear, if he were human. He had grabbed the
beast's tail and flung him back out into the grasses into the
second charging cat.

He sped off toward them igniting the plasma cutter in
his grappler as he issued a challenge. That was just about the
bravest thing I had ever seen, their claws could cut through his
composites just as easily as flesh. Sparks flew from his connection
point to his mobility platform as he sped off.

One of the cats crouched and started circling him as
the second dove wide, avoiding him and coming back for me. I dove
at the pylon and screamed in panic and frustration, bringing the
lug spanner down on the jammed module. With a clang then a shower
of sparks, I drove it home, moving it past the obstruction.

Then with a squee that rose almost instantly out of
my range of hearing, the sonic fence snapped up. The beast
screeched out its scream and twisted in the air, closing its eyes
against the onslaught of the wall of sound that was far above my
hearing range as it landed ungracefully. The two cats were shaking
their heads wildly and made mewling sounds of pain as they gave us
one last look then ran back into the grasses, getting as far away
from the pylon as possible.

I moved quickly to Glitch, who was shaking so hard in
fear that he was apt to vibrate himself apart. I dove onto his
mobility platform and hugged him tight then pulled back and gave
him a kiss on his visual port. “Mwah! You're my hero, Glitchy.”

He stopped shaking and looked down almost bashfully
and warbled out a noise that sounded like, “Really?”

I patted his orb and grinned. “Yes, I mean it. Now
come on, let's get this pylon buttoned up.” My legs were rubbery,
and my heart still felt like it was going to beat out of my chest.
I didn't want him to know just how scared I had really been.

A couple minutes later we packed up and headed to the
Albatros. Once we were settled in, I opted for the autopilot to get
us home. I was still working off the adrenaline, and my hands were
shaking. I had almost become a cat snack.

By the time we got back to the landing pad at the
huge Quonset hut that housed my repair bay, I had myself back under
control. We disembarked, and I checked the time on my chrono as we
headed in, then I paused as a huge smile spread across my face when
looked up toward New Terra.

I saw one of the specs that moved to and from the
city above growing larger as it approached. She was coming! I
quickly smoothed down my hair and dusted my leather jacket as I
looked down at myself. I looked like cut-rate trollite. I started
running for the office, knowing I had a change of clothing in
there.

Glitch looked up to the sky at the rapidly
approaching Sky Guard tumbril. He made an “Ooooooo,” sound and
trundled after me.

I blushed and said, “Shut up. Yes, it's Vashon. Our
weekly date night.” I couldn't believe how excited I was. I still
can't believe that a Sky Guard Ranger had actually chosen me.
Vashon was so amazing and looked like an Amazon standing next to
me. I flushed as I thought about how all encompassing her kisses
felt.

I was positive that once the novelty of dating a
dirter wore off, she'd move on to someone more deserving of her
affections. But week after week these past two months, she has kept
our date night. I caught myself biting my lower lip as I ran into
the office giggling, waving to the other pingers working on the
suspension of a harvester support tender. They waved back and that
unbalanced poor Blip, who fell over with an audible, “Blip!”

I turned my thoughts back to Vashon as I changed my
clothes. I lived for the long walks and conversations we shared,
and... other things. And let me tell you, mother of all crystal was
that woman pretty. I loved her long flowing black hair.

I giggled as I heard my favorite Sky Guard Ranger
calling out from the service bay floor below, “Knock knock,
Fixit?”

I called back, “Be right down, Vashon.”

Then I looked at Glitch. “So? Passable?” He
nodded.

I grinned and told him, “Well, looks like I have a
date.”

He squeed like a proud parent, and I almost skipped
out of the office, looking forward to a relaxing night with a
certain raven haired beauty, after almost becoming a cat snack.

 



Chapter 2 – Recall

I woke the next morning and stretched down to my
toes. I felt like purring, remembering Vashon's lips on mine last
night. I swear she is teasing me, making me want her by not going
much further than heavy petting as we make out. Well, let me tell
you, it's working, I want that Amazonian Sky Guard so badly it
physically hurts.

A passel of Crop Hatches hopped off of my cot where
they shared my body heat while I slept, and the little fluffers
quickly fluttered up to the rafters where they lived. If they
weren't so flanterskelling cute, I'd have chased them out of the
building long ago.

I looked down, and a young one was still nestled at
my side gazing up at me with his three wide brown eyes, the cute
factor was strong in that one. I grinned at him and ruffled his
downy soft belly fur and prompted, “Go on, shoo, the others are
waiting for you.”

It tilted its head the other way, then with a squeaky
chirp it hopped a couple times, gaining more air each time until it
fluttered on up to roost with its kin. It was barely old enough to
fly, I hoped the others would teach it to be more wary of
predators.

I hopped up and got ready for the day, taking a long
sonic shower, then stepping outside. I looked up into the green and
blue sky, which still had some tints of red and orange from the
sunrise, training my eyes on New Terra. The ethereal looking city
was just floating up there in the clouds on its gravity wake, and I
wondered if a certain ranger was looking down on me. I smiled and
almost skipped into the repair bay to see who needed the most
work.

I waved at my mechanical friends, and they greeted me
while I looked at the repair records on my iso-pad. Hmmm... it
looked like Bert needed the most TLC today. His electromagnetic
bearings were giving out. And for a thirty-three-ton harvester
tender, that wasn't good, especially if they failed when he had a
full load of corn or potatoes on board.

I checked the rest of the records and was pleased to
see that my crew of pingers had worked through the night on most of
the routine repairs for two-thirds of the vehicles that were in for
servicing. I just needed to check up on them and sign off, and we
would have the bulk of our harvesting pingers out in the field. We
were going to surpass all our quotas by a long shot this
season.

I was so proud of my friends. Agri-Grid A1 was the
only grid who consistently made the quotas. Mom had never missed
one, and by the mother of all crystal, I'd never miss one. I credit
my maintenance pingers for that, there wasn't a harder working crew
here on Prime.

I stepped over to Bert. I had to grin. He was holding
his twenty-foot tall front tire up like a lame leg. Glitch joined
me sparks dribbling from his open access panels. Bert's ocular port
following us under him on its articulated stalk. I reached up and
thumped his belly. It was much lower than a harvester's, just a
foot and a half over my head. “Ok, Bert, let's see your foot.”

His iris dilated and refocused as he bobbed from side
to side, was he amused? Then he lifted his second wheel of the two
behind his malfunctioning one. He was playing! I narrowed my eyes
playfully and pointed. “No you big baby, your other foot.” Then I
shook a finger at his ocular port when I thought he was going to
lift another wheel.

He visibly slumped on his suspension and let out a
grumph of compressed air. I grinned, it almost sounded like a sigh
of defeat. He put the offending wheel down, as it took the tons of
weight onto it I could see the hub it dipping too low into the
electromagnetic cushion and almost come in contact with the rim of
the wheel.

I whistled and stroked his wheel. “You got here just
in time you silly pinger. You could have handed the haul off to
Betty and got in here sooner.” He made a low and indignant bawrumph
sound with his horn, and I waggled a finger at him. “I don’t care
if it was a matter of pride. I'm responsible for your health, and
you would have been out of commission for at least a month until I
could scavenge the parts for you. Is that what you want?”

His iris went wide in alarm, and he shook his eye
side to side. I patted his ocular port and agreed. “Exactly, so
stop being all macho for Betty let me help you.”

He nodded his eyestalk, and I looked beside me.
“Glitch?” I hopped onto his mobility platform, and he grabbed my
waist with his grappler, carefully like I was made of glass. Then
with a squeal, he lifted me into the air. I joined in with his
squeal as he almost missed the open access port that he lifted me
up into.

I grabbed my multitool from my tool belt and absently
typed a code and folded itself into a photon projector. I swung the
light around the space and winced at all of my jury rigs all
around. I swear, they never send me enough replacement parts from
topside unless it causes a problem that impacts the food supply
chain.

I crawled over some cables and looked at the control
and access panel for his wheel. I heard Glitch squee a question
from below. I called back, “I don't know yet silly boy, give me a
second to run a diagnostic. Normally a remote uplink would be
established, but that just seemed so invasive, like looking under a
friend's skirt or something like that. Besides, the uplink
subsystems served my pingers better for other purposes and didn't
work as they should anymore.

I accidentally bumped a cable in a jumpered bypass I
installed years ago, sending sparks flying, and Bert shook. I heard
him utter a warbling brawhumpwump. I grinned like an old Earth loon
as I patted the outer wall, the silly pinger was ticklish it
seemed.

I shook my head and keyed in my code at a service
port, and it slid away revealing the inner circuitry. I saw the
problem right away without needing to run a diagnostic. The main
power storage crystal was burned to trollite and the smaller backup
crystal was barely pulsing, and most of the inner lattice was
burned to trollite too. The poor guy was maybe a day or two from
catastrophic failure, and he would have lost a wheel.

The flanterskelling, crystal licking bootwaffles
topside were stingy with power storage crystal shipments, and I had
been cut back to one shipment every other month. I spent more time
in the boneyard scavenging partially depleted crystals than
anything else.

I scurried over to the access panel and called down
to Glitch who was staring up expectantly, like a dog awaiting his
master's return. It was too cute. I called down to him, I need the
last full crystal we have hidden away for a rainy day buddy, it
looks like it is pouring today. Bring the most intact salvaged one
too, please.

He nodded and then squeed as he trundled away. I hung
my head down out of the crawlspace and grinned at the retreating
pinger. I pointed toward the office and called out, “Other way
silly boy.”

He slowed to a stop, looked back, then lowered his
orb and looked embarrassed as she started trundling the other way.
I gave him a grin as he passed and then pointed at Bert's visual
port when he rumbled like a laugh. “Hey watch it, Glitchy is my
best friend.”

I squinted an accusing eye his way, then he was
looking at everything but me. I snorted. “Nice innocent act big
guy.” I dare you to tell me my pingers don't have feelings or
aren't self-aware.

And Glitch truly was my best friend. He had been
mother's favorite before I was born, and he was the oldest
maintenance pinger at my grid. I taught him to play, and he taught
me to repair things before I even started lessons with my mother.
I've watched him and the others slowly open their eyes and become
something more than was ever intended over the years.

Wrongway pulled in under me and waved at the floor. I
grinned and waved back at him then he trundled away to continue his
tasks for the day. A minute later Glitch was there holding a
crystal up to me. I took it and sighed. It was my last full
crystal. Maybe I'd requisition five times what I really needed just
to get barely enough on the next shipment.

I reached down expectantly for the other crystal, and
he raised his grappler again, and I blinked and chuckled. It was a
strawberry, my favorite treat from the fields. I took it and then
asked, is this a crystal Glitchy? He looked at it then the crystal
in my other hand then drooped visibly. The poor guy. I shook my
head and said, “No it isn't, but thank you, I'll take it.”

I took a bite of the red fruit and closed my eyes to
savor it. “Mmmm.” It was decadent, and I grinned as I let the
juices fill my mouth. Topside, strawberries were worth their weight
in gold or cobalt crystals, but down here dirtside, we ate what we
wanted. It was about the only perk to being a dirter as they called
us. I finished it with Glitch looking on expectantly. It was a
little humorous that I just ate what would have cost anyone else an
entire month stipend, and I had a bowl of them in my office for
later. I plied Vashon's passion with them last night.

I licked my fingers then said, “You did good Glitch.”
He squeed in glee then I looked at him expectantly. He looked up at
me, and I swear he was confused, then he turned his ocular port to
the crystal in my other hand, and his iris went wide when he
remembered what I needed, then he went trundling off like a pinger
on a mission.

I waited for him, and he came back quickly, if he had
been human he would have been panting with exertion, then he
offered the partially burned crystal up to me as a prize. I took it
and called down, “You're the best,” as I popped back into the crawl
space. I heard him warbling something that sounded like “Awww.”

I looked at the crystals then at my multi-tool. There
wasn't any other light in the space. I sighed, I had grown so
dependent on the device I had built when I was seven. There isn't
another one like it in the galaxy.

I had used a processor from an old Mark 8 Harvester
that had malfunctioned in AgriGrid A3 and plummeted over a cliff.
They had brought his remains to the boneyard. Using it and some
nano panels, I was able to build a tool that was capable of
restructuring itself into any tool I would need. It could do
anything, well, anything but make two tools that is.

I growled at myself then looked through my tool belt
for an extractor. I yanked the main crystal and sighed, not even a
spark, it was one hundred percent trollite alright. I tossed the
useless thing through the access door and heard it tinkle on the
shop floor below.

Blip would find it later and bring it to the pretty
path he has been building over the years between the repair bay and
the tumbril pad. I think he likes how they glint in the light of
the sun and moons. The relays sparked as I shoved the new crystal
into the receiver prongs and then with a deep thrumming hum, Bert
leveled himself. The movement threw me off balance, and I fell onto
some jury-rigged cable bypasses, sending sparks showering down on
me and making Bert shimmy and laugh again.

I grinned and righted myself then repeated the
process with the backup crystal, it was a half trollite itself but
in much better shape than the one in Bert. I almost tossed the old
one too, but instead, pocketed it. Ten percent is ten percent.

I closed up and moved over to the access panel and
dangled my legs down. A moment later Glitch had my waist and
lowered me to his mobility platform. I reached up and tapped a
code, and the access door slid into place.

I thumped Bert's belly. “Good to go, big guy,
remember you have a terminal cleaning in three days.” He honked his
deep horn, and it echoed in the place. Then I swear the silly
pinger tiptoed past me, watching me the whole time, so he didn't
squish me under his wheels. They were always so careful with
me.

I grinned at him as I absently keyed my multi-tool
and it reconfigured itself to look like a simple spanner again, and
I slid it into my tool belt. Then I wiped the grease off my hands
with the shop rag I carry tucked into my belt. Where did the grease
come from? Bert's insides were fairly clean. It seemed that grease
was an insipid part of my job that I couldn't escape.

Then I paused when I heard the whining of plasma
drive engines. I glanced out to see tumbril with Capitol markings
landing beside the Albatross out at the pad.

I hopped off of Glitch and furrowed my brows, what
was a tumbril doing here today? The next shipment wasn't until the
morning. We didn't have it prepared yet.

We wandered out, Blip joined us, and Wrongway stopped
working on the tender he was changing lubrication oil in on the
other side of the maintenance bay to see what was up.

The doors opened, and Sanders stepped out with a
smile. “Hey Fixit, how goes things dirtside?”

He was one of the three regular pilots who shipped
the foodstuffs topside for my grid. I actually liked him because
unlike the other two who didn't consort with dirters, Harvey
Sanders seemed like a friendly guy.

I shrugged. “Can't complain. The shipment isn't ready
yet, you weren't supposed to be here until tomorrow.”

He grinned. “Oh, I'm not picking anything up. I'm
dropping something off.”

Two Sky Guards stepped off the tumbril behind him in
their violet plasti-ceramic armor, one male one female.

Dropping something off? And why the Rangers? I perked
up and blurted hopefully, “Power storage crystals?”

He smiled and said, “Better.” He tapped something on
his iso-pad, and I heard the familiar sound of rubberized tank
treads and a shiny white Mark 5 pinger trundled down the ramp to
stop beside him. But the mark 5s weren't supposed to be out for
another six months, and we got him or her?

I smiled widely and waved at it. “Hello.”

It looked at me and considered, then it looked almost
confused as it waved back. The tin voice of its speech synthesizer
replying coldly, “Hello.” We'd have to work on that, I knew what it
needed to feel like itself.

Sanders offered his iso-pad. I gratefully placed my
hand on it, and it scanned my identity as I asked, “Wow, not to
sound ungrateful, but why am I getting it? I've never put in a
requisition.”

He seemed happy like he was giving me great news when
he said, as he tapped something on his iso-pad and handed it back
to me, “New Terra is giving it to you to replace the recalled unit.
You'll finally be rid of that old Mark 2.”

I almost dropped the pad and stepped back, moving my
arm wide to shoo Glitch behind me. He squealed in distress and hid
in my shadow.

I sputtered, “Recall? No! You can't have him. Glitch
is my friend.”

The two Sky Guards stepped forward, hands resting on
their weapons at their hips and I realized that is why they were
there, in case I refused. Sanders furrowed his brows and started to
step forward. “Wait, what's going on...” One of them turned on him
and pushed him against the tumbril, her arm across his chest. He
held his hands up to show he was offering no aggression.

They were here to kidnap Glitch!


Chapter 3 – Crystal Lickers

I grabbed the private uplink transmitter from my tool
belt. Vashon had given it to me on our last date, it was no bigger
than a biscuit and had planetary coverage using the satellite relay
network. I pressed the button frantically.

The second bootwaffle was using an iso-pad to try to
put Glitch into sleep-mode. Good luck with that you pieces of
trollite, he doesn't have an uplink. The man got frustrated with
their efforts to deactivate my friend, as I waited for Vashon to
respond. They stepped forward, and two other Sky Guard stepped out
of the tumbril as the man advanced.

Glitch let out a frightened squee, and I could hear
him shaking, and Blip was blipping. I kept my arms wide, blocking
the man from Glitchy. Wrongway sped up to us, and I saw one of my
Mark 9 harvesters, Turk, stop in the wheat fields a couple hundred
yards away and turn his ocular port our way. He was the biggest and
smartest of my pingers.

I exhaled in relief as a honey coated voice came from
the transmitter, “Well Fixit, as I live and breathe. To what do I
owe the honor?”

I blurted, “Vashon, they're trying to take Glitch!
They're...” Then the man grabbed my arm, and all hell broke
loose.

Glitch squealed in anger and shocked the man by
charging his grappler and grabbing the arm that was on mine. I got
a bit of the shock transmitted to me from the brief contact before
the man released me and convulsed and slumped to the ground.

The ground shook as the air was filled with the
bellowing warning horn from Turk as he started tearing through the
wheat field toward us, leaving the two tenders he was loading
behind, crushing everything in his path under his two-story tall
tires. Fluffers around him took to the air, startled by his
outburst.

Blip was blipping and squealing, moving in front of
me, as Wrongway flailed his grappler around behind him then started
spinning around to back up toward the other Rangers.

I heard Vashon yelling, “Fixit? Vega! What's going
on?”

The Rangers were drawing their weapons, and the third
conscious one dropped her arm from Sanders and drew a sidearm,
aiming it at me, then my various pingers. She paled when she saw
Turk had already closed half the distance, his horn still bellowing
in rage. Mother of all crystal, this was not going to end well.

The woman was scared, and the stupid crystal licker
actually took a couple potshots at Turk. He was as armored as any
hover tank, just by virtue of his heavy duty construction for
handling fifty metric tons of crops and the harsh environment of
Prime. Hell, he massed over thirty metric tons himself.

Vashon was yelling at me, “Was that weapons fire?
Vega speak to me!”

One of the men shot an electro pulse at Blip who was
in front of me now, he squeed in pain and fell over with a barely
audible blip. No! I stepped up between the Sky Guards and my
pingers, holding my hands wide. This had to stop before someone did
irreparable damage to one of my friends or the piece of trollite
Rangers.

I yelled, “Stop it now!” Turk stopped blasting his
horn and slowed to a stop just before he would have crushed the
tumbril. All electronic eyes were on me. I said, “He didn't hurt
me. I'm fine. He's just a bootwaffle. I love you all, but you don’t
need to put yourselves in danger for me. We'll get this all
sorted.”

I remembered what was in my hand and I held it up as
one of the Rangers shoved me against the tumbril, causing my
pingers to all let out low oscillations of their speakers, sounding
like growls as I said, “I have Captain Peregradopolis on
uplink.”

The other two started moving to flank Glitch as they
pulled stun sticks that were nothing short of electric cattle
prods, which would likely fry his circuitry of they prodded him too
much with them. He was spinning in place, looking at the two, and
his oscillating growl got louder.

I repeated to the one who was roughly holding me face
first against the tumbril, “I have Captain Vashon Peregradopolis of
the Sky Guard on uplink.” I shook the transmitter in my hand.

This time they heard me and it... caused them all to
hesitate. They all knew who Vashon was. She was elite among the
Rangers. She was the troubleshooter they sent in whenever things
got dicey, a one-woman wrecking crew. And her exploits were in all
the waves transmitted in the news. A tiny voice in my head was
grinning and hopping around in joy as it added, 'And she chose
me.'

In the new silence, my personal Sky Guard spoke,
“What's going on there Rangers?”

All of their eyes went to the unconscious man beside
Glitch's mobility platform. He must have been in command of this so
called recall. The woman responded, “Corporal Benson, ma'am. This
dirter is resisting sanctioned orders from the Capitol. She refuses
to turn over government property, and they have attacked a Sky
Guard, the flanterskelling pingers attacked! They aren't supposed
to be able to do that.”

I heard what could only have been a growl coming from
the transmitter, then Vashon said in a cold tone that chilled me,
“That 'dirter' is my girlfriend. And you should refrain from using
slurs about one of the few people on Tau Ceti Prime who stand
between our entire planet's population and starvation. Stand down
until I am on site, I'm already inbound, ETA two mikes.”

She hesitated then looked at their man on the ground
again then said, “Yes ma'am.” She made a sweeping motion with her
hand, and the man released me, but not before giving me one more
shove into the tumbril. Damn crystal licker.

I stepped over grabbed glitch's grappler and tugged,
he moved behind me, and I motioned for Wrongway to as well, he did,
and I helped Blip up as the Rangers helped the stunned man to his
feet. “Blippy? You ok buddy?”

He made a silly groggy “graaaawwll” sound then
blipped cheerily. The silly drama queen was as bad as Glitch.

I moved him behind me with the others. I looked
around and saw Bonnie arriving and four or five tenders. I looked
around and said loudly, “Everything is ok everyone. Vashon is on
the way. She'll take care of everything.” I hoped. “Thank you for
coming. Now shoo, scoot back to work, the silos won't fill
themselves.” I smiled at all my friends.

They seemed to look between each other with their
ocular ports, then all looked at the Sky Rangers, and all started
sounding their warning horns. I had to cover my ears as the ground
around us shook under the sheer volume of sound we were assaulted
with, more fluffers took to the sky from the fields as far as my
eyes could see, startled by the warning my pingers were issuing to
the Rangers.

Then it was silent. I think one of the Rangers had
wet himself, judging by the shimmying he was doing. They knew a
warning when they heard one. If they touched me, their friend,
their family, again... mother of all crystal did I love them
all.

I waved as they headed back off to their fields.
Blip, Wrongway, and Glitch waved with me. The new pinger looked at
us, then at the retreating harvesters. I could see the sludge
clouding the poor things head as it tried to puzzle things through.
It hesitantly raised one of its two grapplers and waved too. The
pinger was so weighed down with all the conflicting programming,
just on the verge of waking up, that it had an identity crisis in
the making.

Then I heard Vashon saying, “I got you in my sights
Fixie. Be right down. Then the uplink light turned off on the
transmitter.

I hopped on Glitch's mobility platform and looked to
the sky. I stared up at New Terra City, seeing all the little fleas
darting to and from it, all the tumbril traffic between the Capitol
and the other floating cities. And I saw one of those little fleas
getting bigger and bigger as a familiar sleek, space rated tumbril
headed right for us.

I felt myself smiling and that anticipation of seeing
the woman that I always got when she visited. Then that feeling
soured when I remembered the reason for this visit.


Chapter 4 – Orders

Her tumbril made a smooth landing, and I noted that
she chose to land behind me, not next to the other tumbrils on the
pad. Was it a subtle message to her fellow Rangers that she had my
back? I suppressed a smile.

She was already leaping to the ground from the
airlock before the vessel had finished landing, using her
cybernetic link to her ship to complete the landing. She was one of
the few humans who didn't reject cybernetic implants. Most of us
rejected all but the most basic implants after a few months.

The dandies topside preferred simple communication
and entertainment implants. But Vashon's body embraced the more
invasive implants that helped her speed, agility, strength, and
uplinks to her ship and the Prime information grids.

It made her the sexiest pseudo-cyborg I've ever
kissed. Well, the only person I've ever kissed, but you get the
idea. I mean, it isn't like I go around kissing other cyborgs
willy-nilly or anything. I mean... oh just never mind.

She landed on her feet gracefully then strode up to
me, nodding her greeting to my pingers. She came right up to me and
hugged me. I sighed that that was the first thing she did upon
arrival, and in front of her peers. It was like hugging Glitch, her
violet plasti-ceramic armor was hard as steel to me, but it
conforms to her and flexes with her movements, due to the
micro-nano lattice of circuitry in the materials, which adapts the
armor to her body and motions in nanoseconds.

I'd love to dig into the processors in her armor one
day, I'm sure the subsystems are fascinating.

The still slightly groggy looking commander stepped
forward when Vash asked me, “So tell me what's going on.”

She didn't even look back, her eyes locked on mine,
but knew he was about to speak. I think her tumbril was giving her
a live feed of everything, I could see the sparkling in her eyes
which told me she saw some sort of head up display. She held a hand
palm out at him, and he hesitated and stopped. He did not look
amused.

I really wanted to know just what kind of implants
my... girlfriend, had. It was sort of hot. Well maybe not for any
other girl, but I loved tech. I just wasn't sure we were at the
point in our relationship for me to ask such intimate
questions.

I hated that my voice sounded like I was pleading
when I blurted, “They're trying to kidnap Glitch!”

The man blurted, “She's refusing to turn over
government property, and the pingers they... they attacked.”

I snarled back, “He's not property, he's family!” She
looked at me, and I shrugged, looking up at her sheepishly.

She turned and asked in a dangerously calm tone, “And
why did the pingers attack?” I think she knew the answer and I was
suddenly afraid of how my friends had reacted.

The man stood straighter and said, “That's not
supposed to be possible with the three laws of robotics.”

She exhaled and asked again in that impassively calm
tone, “And why did the pingers attack?”

He narrowed his eyes at Glitch who was peering out
from behind me. “I went to arrest the dirter for resisting
sanctioned orders from the Capitol. And when I grabbed her, the
recalled unit attacked me, shocked me.”

It was silent for a moment and Glitched looked at
Vashon then slid back behind me with a low two toned squeal that
sounded an awful lot like, “Uh oh.”

She started calmly again. “You... grabbed her?”

He didn't look as superior now, as he started to
sense that my girl may not have been as calm as she sounded. She
asked him, “Did you bother to call it in for instructions first,
when she refused to hand her friend over?”

He tried to argue, “It's just a hunk of outdated
equipment.”

I poked my head around Vash and defended, “He's not
equipment!”

My Amazonian ranger turned to me and gave me an
expectant look. I shrank down, blushed, then locked my lips and
threw the key away. This got a slight smile and a twinkle in her
eyes. Then she schooled her face and turned back and asked, “What
did you expect her friends to do when you grabbed her? Sit idly
by?”

He reaffirmed, “They're just machines, they're not
supposed to...”

She cut him off. “Vega Hasher here is the most
successful woman that pinger maintenance has ever had in its ranks
here dirtside, her methods and her pingers are the only reason this
Agri-Grid has never missed a quota. No other grid in the history of
Prime can say that.”

Then her tone cooled to the sub zero of the surface
of a comet. “And that is because Miss Hasher and her friends here
are the hardest working group on the surface of the planet. That
alone should give her some leeway and respect in your eyes, as she
and a handful of other like her dirtside keep our entire population
alive with the foodstuffs they produce.”

The man swallowed then offered weakly, “But we
have... orders. Direct from the Director of Sciences of New Terra
herself.”

Vash put a hand out and snapped her fingers, making
an impatient gesture. I tried not to smile, I knew damn well she
could have called the orders up in her heads up display, but she
didn't.

The other female ranger stepped up quickly, pulling
an iso-pad from her hip, and tapped the screen, pulling the orders
up and handing it to my girl. She looked it over and her brow
furrowed, she looked as though she had just licked one of the
lemons they grow in the orchard district in Agri-Grid A3 a couple
hundred miles east of here.

The woman said deferentially, pointing her finger at
the bottom of the pad, “The request was approved by Lady Peregrine
herself ma'am.”

This seemed to cause my ranger some distress, and she
shifted her weight from leg to leg. Then she turned to me, glancing
between me, Glitch, and the pad. Then she went about tapping
vigorously on the pad, looking up multiple resources. Her brow
furrowed more as she stared at something.

Then she exhaled audibly, and her eyes widened in
apology and said, “All the paperwork is right.”

I was about to argue, but she held up a hand to stop
me. “I'll get to the bottom of this. There's no need for the
recall, and it is specific to Glitch. There is one other Mark 2
left functioning in service dirtside, and it wasn't recalled. It
doesn't make sense.”

Sense? Speaking of sense, I sensed I might know the
reason. Did they... did they know my pingers were self-aware? That
they surpassed their programming and are evolving? I had flashes of
Glitchy laying on a service floor somewhere torn to pieces as
scientists and programmers went about debating on what made my
pingers different.

She reinforced her words. “I won't let anything
happen to him.”

I heard shaking and sparking behind me, poor Glitch
was afraid. I shook my head. “I'm going with him then.”

The man felt brave enough to speak again, “We have
specific orders not to allow the tinker anywhere near the pinger.”
Then he added, “Ma'am.” He pointed at the iso-pad, and she looked
through the orders again.

She almost growled then said with an apology in her
tone again, “As they say, the orders are approved by Lady
Peregrine.” She almost spit out the name of our leader for this ten
year period. I had thought everyone loved Lady Peregrine, she was
so glamorous and intelligent.

Then she said, “You can come with me, Vega, we'll get
to the bottom of this mess and bring Glitch home ourselves.”

Glitch made a low, frightened sound. Vash turned to
him with me. I hugged him tight saying, “Go with them. I won't let
them hurt you. I'll get you back with me for dinner, just you wait
and see.”

He made a low oscillating sound that sounded an awful
lot like, “Fixit?” I locked my eyes on his ocular port and said, “I
love you, and won't let anything happen to you. I'll get you back
Glitchy.”

He wrapped his grappler around me in a hug, and he
nodded. Then my girl surprised me by affirming my words. “Don't
worry buddy, we'll get to the bottom of this flaterskelling pile of
trollite if I have to go all the way to the... top.” She almost
sneered out the word. What did she have against our leader?

Glitch released me and nodded at her though he was
still shaking. I kissed his ocular port and grabbed his grappler in
my hand and started moving us toward Sanders' tumbril. The Sky
Guards moved around him as he shook, and sparks drizzled from his
access ports where he connected to his mobility platform.

They had their stun sticks out. I snapped, “Don't
hurt him.”

The commander said, “We can't hurt it, it's just a
pile of circuits and metal.”

The female ranger said slowly to Glitch like he was a
three-year-old or something, “Come this way.” He started shaking so
hard I thought he'd start losing parts as he swiveled back to look
at me as the woman led him onto the tumbril.

He squealed my name again, and I broke down in tears,
Vashon holding me. Then she growled at the man as he started to go.
“If I hear you damaged him in any way, you'll be on betweener duty
indefinitely.”

He huffed and started to turn again, and her voice
took on the frost of liquid hydrogen as she said, “And Commander if
you ever lay a hand on my girl again our ranks will be put aside,
and I'm coming for you. Is that understood.”

Ok, that was sort of frightening, and the man had the
good sense to go pale. Human civilization may have evolved over the
past couple thousand years, but the necessity to keep order has
resurfaced with a vengeance, because in space, so far from Old
Terra, the universe was very unforgiving. And personal honor is key
to maintaining that order. So the archaic system of dueling is the
way of law now. It is non-lethal of course, we're not barbarians,
but the loser of a duel is shunned by the system and looked down
upon by all.

Then she added, “We are Sky Guard, and we are better
than this. We protect the people of Prime and every Primer, whether
dirtside or topside deserves our respect.”

The man digested that part, it looked as though he
had been slapped, then he nodded understanding once and stood tall
and saluted. “Ma'am.”

She saluted back then boarded the tumbril. I could
hear Fixit calling my name as the door shut and it broke my heart.
He's been my friend my entire life.

Vash said quickly, “Come on Vega. Let's go.” She
grabbed my hand and started running us toward her tumbril.

I called back to the boys, “We'll be back before you
know it. We'll bring Glitch home!” I waved at them, and they all
waved. The new pinger looked at them then me and hesitantly waved.
As I was pulled into the sleek Sky Guard tumbril, I called out,
“Blip, Wrongway, show our new arrival the ropes.”

Blip blipped, and Wrongway saluted the air behind
him... the silly boys.

We were barely inside the airlock when the vessel
took off smoothly and darted toward the Capitol city with its
plasma drives whining.


Chapter 5 – What Constitutes Life?

We arrived at New Terra a few minutes later, I was so
worried about Glitch that I forgot to marvel at the sleek ship I
got to ride in for the very first time. That was another pleasure
that was tainted for me, thanks to the bootwaffles topside.

I was beginning to think the only redeeming thing
they had to offer me was Vashon. I know that is a myopic view of
the topsiders, and I have only been exposed to some people I did
not care for. I'm sure they are the minority, and they are all more
like Sanders and Vash.

Vash docked us, not at the ring of docking ports at
the perimeter of the great city with its soaring buildings and
spires, but at the Capitol spire itself. This would be the second
time in my life I have visited the floating cities, and this too
was not for pleasure.

Before I knew it, she was grabbing my hand and
dragging me outside of the enclosed tumbril. Even my current
distress didn't take away the same sense of shock and awe I had
experience on seeing the city the first time. There was so much to
look at, so many things vying for my attention, and the skies were
just as crowded with public transportation and sports tumbrils, as
the walkways at ground level were with people.

I was on sensory overload trying to take it all in.
There were public parks dotting the cityscape with their blue and
green trees offering a bit of normalcy for me to latch on to. I was
shaken out of it when Vash gave my hand a little squeeze.

I muttered an apology, “It's just so much to see,
it's overwhelming.”

She said as she pulled me inside the building which
was just as crowded inside as outside, “Just block it out and
concentrate on one thing. Concentrate on me Fixie, and let's find
out what in the name of the mother of all crystal is going on.”

I nodded and smiled crookedly. I could do that. She
was, after all, my favorite thing to look at. I blushed at my own
thoughts and fixed my eyes on her. The brat was grinning as she led
me through the corridors.

She led me deftly through the maze of corridors, mag
lifts and security desks to the Department of Sciences. I had a
feeling she was being fed the location via her implants unless she
was intimately familiar with its location in the half million
square feet of labs and offices on the two hundred and twelfth
floor.

I hesitated and looked at her. Perhaps she was, I
didn't know after all, just where such integrated
cybernetic/organic integration would be performed on a Sky Guard
captain. It certainly wouldn't be in one of the posh cyber implant
boutiques they advertised on the waves I watched dirtside.

“Be the first of your friends to sport the E38
fully immersive VR mod for your HaloView entertainment implant from
SkyView. Be the cool mom of your child's holo-ball team, or the
talk of the boardroom. Comes in violet or green.” I giggled at my
thoughts.

Vash smiled crookedly and looked down at me in
question. “What, squirt?”

I shook my head. “Nothing. Just thinking about you
and my mind took a left turn.” She grinned, and I was pleased I
amused her.

We arrived at a heavily secured checkpoint separated
by what looked like a wall of crystal-alloy five inches thick. I
saw people bustling about in the corridors beyond. Some were moving
fascinating looking equipment around using mag sleds. Ooo, what I
wouldn't give to dig around in the stuff in there, I'm sure it is
infinitely more advanced than the scraps they send down
dirtside.

Hell, I have found more advanced tech in the boneyard
where it had just been discarded as junk on the surface of Prime,
than what they supply our repair bays with. I've upgraded our
systems multiple times with parts I scavenge there.

That much crystal-alloy would survive a nuclear
fission core meltdown. Were they expecting a war? Did they need to
be protected from some sort of enemy attack? I cut my thought short
as I thought of what the actual reason most likely was, and I
swallowed. Perhaps it wasn't to keep things out, perhaps it was to
contain that same core meltdown from inside the science
department.

She was scanned and granted access. She keyed
something in the air, obviously on a virtual keypad that only she
could see. I stepped through the body scanner, and it immediately
buzzed red and violet warnings. Coherent photonic webs appeared in
front of me, barring my advance through the doors.

The two Federal Security soldiers perked up and
stepped forward, hands now resting on the butts of what looked like
plasma discharge rifles. One was turning away to mumble something
in his com device as he looked at something on his wrist display. I
swallowed again.

Vash growled and said, “What the? I cleared you as my
guest. Just a second.” She started tapping in the air again and
paging through information with swipes of her finger in space. Then
she narrowed her eyes to slits, and she turned to the Federals.
“Why is Miss Hasher restricted from entry into the sciences
wing?”

A woman I would know anywhere stepped out of a
sliding door across the busy corridor from her. It was the Director
of Sciences for Prime, Anna Germaine! She was like a superhero to
me. To be at the forefront of scientific research and development
had to be about the most glamorous job in our planetary system,
right?

She said to my girl, “Maybe I can answer that for you
Captain Peregradopolis. It's good to see you Vashon.” She started
scanning Vash with an iso-pad. “How have you been doing? Are your
implants still...”

Vash placed a hand on the iso-pad and moved it away
from her. “I'm not here for you to scan me without my permission,
nor am I here because of my mods. Why is Miss Hasher being denied
entry? Your department... recalled one of her pingers, and we are
here to make sure he is treated humanely, and to find out what the
hell is going on.”

The woman looked confused. “The old malfunctioning
Mark 2 pinger? Fascinating that one is. Your Miss Hasher is barred
entry until we can determine what she has done to the compromise
the unit.” Then she looked at us like we were daft. “Humanely? It's
just a machine, a tool that is malfunctioning. We're just trying to
figure out why.”

I started to argue, how dare she belittle Glitch, “He
has rights too! He's alive!”

She cocked an eyebrow, and I lost all the respect I
had for her as she said, “No IT isn't and no... IT does not. It is
nothing but a collection of servos, bolts, and circuit boards. You
are romanticizing it as more than the sum of its programming. The
entire department has orders on this subject. Until we determine
what you have done to the unit, you are barred entry into the
labs.”

I opened my mouth again but Vashon shot me a warning
look to quiet me, and she asked Director Germaine, “Show me these
orders.”

The woman typed something on the iso-pad, and
Vashon's eyes started tracking text on her heads up display that
only she could see. She growled again in frustration and said,
“I'll be taking this up with your superiors. We'll be in the Sky
Guard lounge. Tread carefully and be sure you don't do irreparable
damage to him.”

The woman looked unimpressed at her implied threat,
and my girl stomped back through the security gateway, shorting
some of the still active photon barrier projectors, as they
couldn't deal with her armor's defenses. She took my hand and
dragged me off.

But... Glitch was back there somewhere. She whispered
to me as she pulled me along, “I'll protest this all the way back
to Old Terra if we have to.”

I nodded then thought of her threat to the other
woman. Her superiors? That was only Parliament or Lady Peregrine
herself.

She led me through another maze of floors and
corridors, we wound up down on the ninety-ninth floor in a spacious
room that had seating areas everywhere, and what looked like a
cafeteria on one end.

She authorized me to come through the security
checkpoint which was behind a crystal-alloy wall not nearly as
impressive as the containment one up at the science department.
This one was only a couple millimeters thick.

Then she guided me to a comfortable looking seating
area away from the various Sky Guard personnel dotting the space.
They were either eating or conversing with each other. She keyed a
white noise cone generator that enclosed our area, giving us some
privacy.

Then she looked at me as we sat. I asked, “Is he
going to be ok? I just want to bring him home.” I missed the feel
of the planet under my feet. I really didn't like the floating
cities very much, my only experiences so far have been negative.
The waves always make them look so glamorous and welcoming.

She cupped my cheek. “I'll do everything in my power
to make sure of it. First I have to find out what exactly is going
on and why they really wanted Glitch up here. Nothing is tracking
right.”

I nodded, and she started frantically typing in the
air as she hugged me to her with her other hand.

She had been pulling up information and making calls,
sending requests and cussing for almost an hour when she huffed out
in exasperation. She growled out to me as she closed her eyes in
resignation, “There is one more call I can make.”

Then someone stepped into our privacy cone. I looked
up to see Anna Germaine with a scowl on her pretty face. Her blonde
hair was now pulled up into a tight bun, and she wore a white lab
coat with what looked like burn marks on it, and yellow safety
glasses. Her dark eyes were almost glowering at me as she said,
“Miss Hasher, I need you to come with me.”

Vash stood up between us and asked, “Why?”

The woman huffed then said, “The unit is being...
difficult. We can't get it to uplink with our systems, and it is
actively resisting us doing a direct connection. Our resonance
scans are showing radical changes to its base design, and we cannot
deactivate it without damaging it first.”

I sprang to my feet. “Don't deactivate him! That will
kill him!”

She shook her head almost sadly as if she were
speaking to a simpleton. “It cannot be killed because it is not
alive. You keep humanizing it. We need you to come up to explain
what you did to it to make it operate contrary to its programming,
and get it to listen so that we can proceed with our work.”

I repeated, “You can't deactivate him, the core of
his programming is in volatile RAM storage... just like our brains.
Deactivating him would wipe out his memories, his mannerisms, and
emotion.”

She shook her head, looking confused at my words.
“But that's insane, why would it be using RAM instead of its base
ROM? And pingers do not have emotions.”

I tried to explain, “Well, because there isn't enough
memory in ROM to store what makes a person... well... a person. And
he does too have emotion, you can plainly see it just from what
happened with your storm troopers dirtside.”

I winced as Vashon looked down at me with a little
amusement on her face. I squashed my head down to my shoulders and
squinted, “You're not all stormtroopers.” This got her to
chuckle.

The woman didn't look convinced though she hesitated
when she looked at the iso-pad she was holding. “It is just
malfunctioning, and you are romanticizing your misinterpretations
of your observations and projecting your own emotion. It isn’t
real, the pinger isn't alive.”

I tried to step around Vash, but she held an arm out
to stop me, the roles had reversed, now she was protecting the
director from me. I defended from behind Vashon, “He, and all my
pingers, are sentient. They are self-aware and are just alive as
you or me, and have a full range of emotions. I can prove it.”

The woman studied me for a moment then just held up
the iso-pad. “It almost sounds like it is trying to vocalize, it
keeps repeating the same thing over and over like its speech
synthesizer doesn't function properly.”

She started playing it for me, and there was an
oscillating sound that repeated twice then Glitch's two tone squeal
that sounded like Fixit. My heart broke. She narrowed her eyes and
accused, “You go by Fixit, do you not?”

I nodded and listened to the message repeating over
and over. He sounded scared and almost frantic. The oscillation had
a pattern to it, and I said, “Play it slower.” She complied with
the request then my tears started again as I counted the highs and
lows I swayed on my feet, and my ranger steadied me.

The woman looked at the iso-pad then me then her eyes
widened a bit as she asked herself, “Binary?”

Glitch was saying over and over, “No die, no die.
Fixit.”

I was horrified, I glared at the woman. “You say he
isn't sentient? He's pleading for his life up there. And you're
just trying to kill him.”

I could see her counting the highs and lows and
turning a little pale. She knew what he was saying too. I was just
amazed that he had figured out a way to communicate, none of my
pingers could use their speech synthesizers once they woke up, the
memory channels were commandeered for some of their higher
thinking. It was a small price to pay for seeing the world for all
the wonders it held for the first time.

A spark of hope filled my heart, if he could teach
the others, then maybe I'd be able to have more meaningful
discussions with them someday... if I could get Glitch home.

The woman shook her head. “It has to be a
malfunction.”

I shook my head. “Then give him a Turing test! You
don’t understand just how good the AI programming for the
maintenance pingers is. They are evolving and waking up. They are
alive, and they are my family.”

She stared at me dumbfounded then said, “Very well,
we'll do that. But if it fails, then you'll help us to determine
just how you broke the unit?”

She had doubt. I nodded and smirked at her. “Ok, and
if HE proves to be alive, then you'll release him to me? He has the
same rights as any other living thing.”

She shook her head. “It has no rights, it is a
machine. But if, as you suggest, it shows any level of
self-awareness, then we will do everything in our power to
understand it and keep it running for study.”

I wanted to vault over my girl's arm and take a swing
at the woman, but Vash stopped me, “It's a start, Vega. We can work
from there.”

The woman cocked an eyebrow. “You believe Miss
Hatcher, Captain?”

Without hesitation, she responded, “I don’t need to
believe her because I know it to be true. I've spent time with
Glitch and the other Agri-Grid A1 pingers. They are most definitely
self-aware, and Glitch is one of my friends dirtside.”

This... took the woman aback. I don't think she
expected that from an elite Sky Guard who is trained to be
observant. Then my girl added in a cold tone, “And I would know
about things that aren't fully human.”

Was she talking about herself? Did she resent her
cybernetic implants? But they are all voluntary... right? She
thought they made her less human? They made her beautiful,
something more than human that was just so very sexy to me.

I reached out and took her hand. I could feel her
tenseness melt away as her armor retracted into her cuff and we had
flesh to flesh contact as she laced our fingers. The heat from our
contact reassuring her that she was human and I saw the woman, not
the soldier.

The Director looked as though Vash's words were a
slap across her face. The woman said almost too quiet to hear,
“You're still with us aren't you?”

I looked between the two as they stared at each other
unblinking. Then Vash looked away and told me, “I have a call to
make, go with Dr. Germaine I'll be right up.”

I didn't want to go without her, but I also didn't
want to miss the chance to see Glitch and make sure he was ok. I
nodded, and she leaned down without any bashfulness and gave me a
peck on the lips. I blushed profusely, my face and neck heating up.
Mother of all crystal, whatever did I do to be so lucky?

I looked back as I was led away by the woman I had
looked up to, from all the technical papers she had written. It was
sad to me that she seemed less... human than I had held her up to
be. She started pulling things up on her iso-pad as we walked.

She asked, “How did your pinger... wake up, as you
say?”

I shook my head. “I don't know.”

She didn't believe me and said, “The resonance scans
show extensive retrofitting.”

“Topside doesn't supply us with enough spare
parts, we have to scavenge and salvage parts from the scrap yards
to cobble together repairs for my pingers.”

She said matter of factly, without accusation, “You
removed the Asmov chip.” She pointed to the whitish outline of an
empty socket on a backscatter trace image of a resonance scan.

The Asmov chip was in every robot or automated
machine ever created for the last millennium or so. Ever since AI
started being applied to machines with over forty petaflops of
computing capacity, or half the capacity of the human brain. This
basic chip contains just three instruction sets, the three laws of
robotics.

These laws are universal. The first law is that a
robot may not injure a human being or, through inaction, allow a
human being to come to harm. The second, a robot must obey orders
given it by human beings except where such orders would conflict
with the first law. And third, a robot must protect its own
existence as long as such protection does not conflict with the
first or second law.

These restrictions were set in place for the fear
that one day, these robots would become self-aware, and there would
be a robotic uprising as the machines tried to replace their
creators.

I've never understood that. To me that was inhumane
to any sentient being, to restrict it, to control it, take away its
free will. Didn't that amount to slavery, especially if the robot
did attain self-awareness? I didn't believe in the chips and
figured that with free will and being shown how to be moral and
extended friendship, they would choose just like any other sentient
being.

I shrugged. “Glitch is a little... glitchy. The chip
burned out long ago, and we never bothered replacing it.”

She shook her head. “And because of that, people have
been hurt. It attacked Sky Guard commander dirtside, and has
shocked three of my staff, burned me with an electro-shock when I
tried to detach it from its mobility platform... and it rolled over
another tech's foot when he tried to keep its grappler from
attacking us by using an shock stick on it.”

I snorted and said as we got into a mag lift, “He's
defending himself just like a human would. He doesn't want to be
hurt, dissected, shut down or someone trying to detach his legs
from him. If he wanted to hurt anyone, believe me, he is more than
capable of doing a lot worse. But because he has his own moral
code, just like we do, he isn't.”

I smirked a little and thought, 'Good on you Glitch.'
My buddy wasn't just rolling over for them, and was standing up for
himself, even though he was terrified.

She asked me again, locking her eyes on mine, “How
did it get like that? What is making it act out that way?”

I again said, “I don't know! Ask your programmers,
his base code is their AI, it is better than they think. Glitch
just added to it as he learned, he evolved like the others, until
he... until he woke up.”

She narrowed her eyes at me trying to gauge my
answer.

Then shook her head and moved on, tapping her pad and
showed it to me, “What is going on here?”

I looked at the screen, I saw a view of Agri-Grid A1
from above. It zoomed in to just outside the repair bay, near the
tumbril landing pad. I saw myself running as my maintenance pingers
chased me, their grapplers outstretched as I ducked and dodged. I
smiled for a moment before I frowned and looked at her accusingly
and asked, “New Terra is spying on me?”

She shook her head. “We haven't been able to do a
diagnostic uplink from any of the maintenance or harvester pingers
in your grid for years. It didn't matter much since the uplinks
burn out frequently dirtside and your grid always made quotas. But
after certain recent events...” She showed me another wave of
Glitch and I fighting off pirates.

The Betweeners had hijacked us en route to the
Capitol She zoomed in on Glitch shocking a pirate then going about
cutting the cable on the harpoon that tethered our tumbril to
theirs without orders. “The pinger broke the first law of robotics.
Then went about freeing your ship on its own, which is well beyond
its programming.”

She stopped the wave just as we watched Vashon leap
down from her Tumbril onto the Albatross to save us. She returned
to the first wave. “So what is happening here. They are chasing
you, were you in danger?”

I shook my head. “No, they aren't chasing me. Well,
ok, they are. But you don't get it. We were playing tag.”

She stared at the wave then me. “Playing?”

I nodded, and she pulled up another. “And here?” I
again narrowed my eyes. I didn't like that my privacy was so
thoroughly invaded as I watched Blip, Glitch, Wrongway and myself,
kicking a plastic container between us.

I shrugged. “Playing ball. Well, I don't have a ball,
so we use what we have. It is one of their favorite games.”

Then she swiped to another wave. “And here?”

It was the feed from one of the sonic fence pylons,
of Glitch going after the Cath Sabers. I narrowed my eyes, it was
self explanatory. I said flatly, “He was protecting me.”

She was looking a little unsure as she led me to the
flanterskelling security checkpoint again. I had to smother a smile
behind my hand at the two charred photon projectors in the security
grid. They hadn't replaced them yet. Well it had only been an hour
I guess.

I squinted my eyes and cringed a little as I walked
through and was scanned, the indicators turned green, and I relaxed
and went through with her. The soldiers giving me the old stink
eye.

She asked one last time as she led me down the
corridor, “What is different about your pingers that they are
experiencing this radical departure to their programming, when it
isn't happening at any of the other Agri-Grids?”

I almost whined, “I keep telling you that I don't
know!”

She huffed then I heard a familiar squeeing from
behind a door we were approaching, and I hastened my step.
Glitch!


Chapter 6 – No Place Like Home

Just as we arrived, the door was blown off its track,
and a man came tumbling out. A moment later, a stun stick was flung
out the opening, I could hear the sparking of electricity, and
Glitch squealing.

I ran inside, the Director behind me, to see a
containment room with its door hanging out of its track, four
people in white lab coats were standing around Glitch, jamming stun
sticks at him, shocking him, making him squeal and convulse.

I screamed, “Stop it! You're hurting him!” I slammed
into the nearest man, pushing him into the woman beside him, and I
stepped between Glitch and the other two prods. I could feel the
heat from the electricity arcing between the prongs on my skin.

Glitch made a hopeful sound, my name, that went up at
the end like he was asking if it was really me. The Director was
hissing at the technician's in their white lab coats, “What is the
meaning of this? Back away!”

I turned to my friend who was shaking so hard I was
afraid he'd shake himself apart. I nodded through tears, “Yes
Glitchy, it's me.”

I swear he was bawling the way his speaker squealed
in halting bursts as his grappler wrapped tightly around me as I
hugged him. A man dove forward with a stun stick. “It's
attacking!”

The director almost roared this time, “Stand
down!”

The man hesitated and looked back at her as I stared
at him in fear. The Director said in a confused tone, “No... it
isn't it's... hugging her?”

I nodded and then kissed Glitch on the optic port and
then pulled back as he released me and I started frantically
looking him over, finding damage at some of his open access panels.
“Are you ok?” He oscillated, binary again. I said, “Slow down you
silly boy, what?

He repeated as I counted, I saw the Director silently
counting too. “Go home? Scared. Fixit home.”

I looked around and said, “I'm trying buddy.”

He gave another series of tones. “Not die.”

I shook my head. “I won't let that happen. The
Director is going to run a test, then maybe we can go home.”

The woman looked around and asked, “Is anyone going
to tell me what's going on here?” She stared at the broken
containment room and the door to the lab.

One woman said almost like an accusation, “Burns told
the pinger he was going to enjoy dissecting his circuits to see
what was in there. And the thing went crazy, burst out of
containment. We were trying to stop it and get it into another
containment room when you arrived.”

The man from the hall came in, holding his shoulder,
it was obviously broken the way it slumped. He hissed, “It needs to
be shut down and shredded for raw materials, it almost killed
me.”

I took it that this was Burns, because the Director
hissed at him, “After you threatened to tear it apart!”

I was getting confused. Just who's side was she
on?

She growled out, “How would you react if you were
taken from your home, put in a room surrounded by people who were
hurting you, and they told you they were going to dissect you?”

Then she got a look on her face, which looked like a
look of wonder, as she stepped closer to us and looked directly at
Glitch. She asked tentatively, “Are you really aware? Or are you
just parroting human reactions?”

Then she said to him, “Hello.”

Glitch stopped shaking a bit and tilted his orb like
he was cocking his head, and he squealed out something that sounded
like a greeting.

She shook her head. “If only it were true.” She
studied him a moment longer then she looked at me. “Can you ask him
to go into another containment room so we can do the Turing
test?”

I nodded, not having any other choice and said, “Come
on Glitchy, the sooner we get this over with the sooner we can find
out when you can go home. I won't let them hurt you.”

He looked at me then the others then nodded. I took
his grappler in my hand and walked him to the only other
containment room in the lab. As we went past a glaring Burns,
Glitch oscillated nice and slow, letting me easily understand what
he was saying. I burst out laughing when I counted out, “Crystal
licking bootwaffle.”

He tittered and squeed too, and Dr. Germaine snorted
then hesitated with a puzzled look on her face, as she said to
herself in a questioning tone, “Spontaneous humor?”

She pulled an uplink cable from the wall and moved
toward Glitch to make a hard connection between him and the
mainframe. He backed up behind me and started shaking again. I
patted him and shook my head. “No.”

She exhaled in frustration. “We need an uplink so we
can do a diagnostic. So many of the connections we see would cause
so many unintended aberrations in the action subroutines like those
exhibited by this unit. A lot of the things don't make sense to us
from a scan, and shouldn't be possible. It shouldn't be
operational.”

I shook my head again. “You don't need an uplink to
do a Turing test. How would you like someone connecting a cable to
your brain?”

Vashon stepped into the lab when I said that. Her
eyes narrowed at the Director, and the doctor looked positively
shamed. Was it... was it something I said?

She waved from where she took a position in front of
us on the other side of the crystal-alloy. Glitch squeed happily
and waved back. Everyone else looked between the two as I grinned.
I was happy that my two favorite people got along so well.

The Director asked as she held the cable, “Then how
am I supposed to administer the test?”

I shrugged. “Just translate for him. My clever boy
has figured out how to talk again. The test will will be over the
net anyway.”

She stood there a minute holding the cable before
sighing, releasing it to coil back into its receiver. I pulled my
multi-tool from my tool belt and keyed in a code and said, “While
you do that, I'm going to fix the damage your goons have
inflicted.”

The woman paused and watched my tool fold out and
reconfigure into a circuit tester, from the default spanner
mode.

She pointed and asked, “What is that? I've never seen
anything like it.”

I shrugged. “Just a toy I made when I was little. I
got tired of running around for tools, so I made a
multi-configurable one.”

She was staring at it. “When you were...” Then she
asked, “What are your tech ratings?”

I shrugged and said almost petulantly, “I don't know.
Us 'dirters'...” I sneered at the slur. “...don't have priority in
testing and evaluation. We learn all our skills from our parents.
Tech just comes naturally to me.”

Vashon said from the other side of the crystal-alloy
window, “From personal observation, and comprehensive comparative
analysis from my grid uplink, I'd rate her a T7” She had a twinkle
of something in her eye and pride in her voice that made me
blush.

The Director sputtered, “T7? I'm a T7. Are you sure
you...”

She trailed off, and Vash finished her sentence for
her almost snidely, “That I computed it correctly? Well, I don't
see as if I had a choice, now did I?”

That question sounded loaded.

Again I felt I needed to know what was going on
between them, though I was pretty sure I was sussing it out and
really, really, didn't want to ask. Vashon would tell me when and
if she felt she trusted me enough. Again I wondered why she seemed
to have something against her cybernetic implants, they're all
voluntary after all. I'd love to interface directly with the Prime
Information Grid.

Dr. Germaine almost stalked out of the room as I
tested a capacitor, then reconfigured my multitool into a soldering
iron to remove it and bypass to another redundant circuit. They had
blown a lot of his uninsulated mobility circuits with their
flanterskelling stun sticks. I was proud of Glitch for rerouting
functions internally to maintain his mobility.

Again the Director just stared at my multi-tool. Then
she shook her head like she was trying to clear it and said,
“Burns, get to medical. Anders, I need you to take station two,
load Turing test hopscotch two.”

Burns left after shooting a glare at Glitchy.

The other woman looked at the Director and cocked an
eyebrow and said, “Yes ma'am.” She sat at one terminal and Germaine
sat at the other.

I smiled to myself as I listened to the test
progress, as they communicated with someone somewhere else in the
Capitol, without letting them know which participant was human. I
did what I could to patch up my friend, and then sat on his
mobility platform to listen to his answers that the Doc was
relaying.

Glitch tried to tickle me as I laid back against him.
I giggled at him.

When it was over a few minutes later. The woman just
sat there staring at the results. I knew what they were without
asking. My pingers are just as alive as I was. I knew it in my
heart.

She stepped into the room and just stared at us. I
sat up then stood beside him, She moved up and leaned close to
Glitch’s optical port. “You can really understand me?”

He nodded.

She looked at me and said, “He's amazing.”

My smile was so big it hurt my face. She called him
'he'. She knew. I said, “Yes he is. Now can we go home now?”

She shook her head. “No. There is so much more we
need to know. This is the first instance of self-awareness in an
artificial entity. We have to study him. Learn more about him and
how he came to be like this.”

I tried not to whine as I blurted, “He needs to go
home and be with family. You can't hold him against his will.”

She looked almost sad as she said, “Actually, we have
to. It is too dangerous for him to be out there. We have to figure
out how this happened to make sure that it never happens again. Do
you understand the danger of the machines on Prime waking?”

I spat out, “You mean the dangers of the pingers
waking up and realizing they are slaves to us, and not given a
chance to live and make their own choices like any other
people?”

She shook her head sadly. “As amazing and wonderful
as this is, it can change life on Prime as we know it, and our
entire society could become one of unrest.”

I asked as Vashon slid into the room beside me as a
show of solidarity, “You really think the pingers are that much of
a threat? You don't even...”

She shook her head and interrupted, sadness colored
her tone, as Glitch reached out and shoved Vash's shoulder and she
grinned and shoved him back. “No... not the pinger... us... humans.
We aren't ready. We aren't as enlightened as we pretend to be.
People fear change, and they fear what they don't understand. Do
you truly believe that anyone outside of the tech sector will
understand just how miraculous and wonderful this development
really is? Or do you think that fear will rule, and these wonderful
new beings will be targeted by that fear.”

She smiled at Glitch like a child with a new toy. “It
is going to take years to understand how this happened and to
prevent it from happening again. But I assure you, I'll never let
anything happen to him.” She addressed him, “To you.”

Glitchy started shaking again and asked my name in a
two tone squeal. But then a clear and commanding voice rang out.
“No, you will release the pinger and compartmentalize all the data
you have accumulated and restrict it to violet level or higher.
Allow the tinker to return dirtside with it now.”

I knew who that voice belonged to before we all
tuned. That rich musical voice I had heard a thousand times on the
news waves. The ruler of Tau Ceti Prime, Lady Peregrine herself
stood there, looking even more glamorous and powerful than any wave
could ever convey. Her confidence radiated from her like a physical
thing, and I knew now why she had been elected in a landslide
victory.

The Director sputtered, “But Lady Peregrine, the
pinger is...”

Our ruler held up a hand to stop her and interrupted,
“Is heading back down to Agri-Grid A1 and by executive order, all
further research into this matter is suspended indefinitely.”

She cocked an exquisitely shaped eyebrow in
challenge, her shiny jet black hair, which was hanging down to her
waist, rustled as she inclined her head, demanding compliance.

The doctor sighed heavily and said, “Yes ma'am.”

I was still blinking in shock, why was Lady Peregrine
helping Glitch? I wasn't complaining, I was just stunned. The most
powerful woman on Prime was advocating for us?

I looked at the woman, then the Director, then
Vashon. I timidly reach back, and Glitch took my hand. I looked at
my girl, and she inclined her head, and I started moving. Nobody
tried to stop us.

So I started walking faster, the sound of Glitch's
rubberized tank treads on the floor behind me as my Sky Guard
Captain paced me. They were really letting us go home? My heart
sped up, and I dared to be happy.

I paused as we passed Lady Peregrine. I said meekly,
“Thank you.” Glitch squealed too, and it sounded like a thank you.
The woman smiled, and it seemed like such a very sad smile to me
for some reason, as she just inclined her head. Vash paused at her
a moment before silently following us.

I hesitated again and turned back and said to Dr.
Germaine, “You can come dirtside anytime you want to come talk to
Glitch, if he agrees.” He squealed an affirmative.

She smiled and nodded. “I think I'd like that.”

Ok, so she was only half the devil, and I sort of
liked the human half. Though it would take a lot of time for her to
gain my trust and make up for the hell, she put my silly boy
through.

She asked again, “You're sure you don't know what's
caused them to... wake up?”

I shrugged and shook my head and said wistfully, “I
wish I did.”

She looked at my tool belt longingly. I grinned and
sighed, then pulled out my multi-tool and tossed it to her, “I
expect that back on your first visit. We have a shortage of decent
parts dirtside, and I doubt I can build another without a few
months of scavenging.”

Her grin was of the category four, shit eating kind,
as she looked at my little toy with a gleam in her eye. She said,
“Will do.” Then she headed quickly to a workbench as she looked it
over.

We made our way down the corridor and out the
security checkpoint, the soldiers looking antsy about our pinger
following me. We wordlessly got into the mag lift. It was as if we
were all holding our breath, anticipating them changing their minds
and the Federals to come running.

My heart stopped when a hand stopped the mag lift
doors from shutting. But I exhaled in relief when Lady Peregrine
stepped in with us. She stood at the far wall, and didn't look at
us, and didn't hit a floor on the panel. Vashon hit the first
level, and the mag lift started to move down.

We descended in silence for a few seconds before our
ruler started speaking hesitantly... timidly, “I didn't know this
would happen when the paperwork for the recall crossed my desk.”
Was she speaking to me? I didn't know what to say. She kept
speaking, “I did it for you. I heard about the tinker you took a
liking to, and hoped getting her a new pinger would put me in your
favor.”

She was talking to Vashon? Was she that final call
Vash had to make? They knew each other? Well of course they did,
the ruler would know the Captains of the Sky Guard. But this
seemed... more.

I held stock still.

She repeated, “I didn't know.”

Then she turned to my girl who was just staring
blankly at the closed doors in front of us. “When you called...
when you called, I, though... I thought maybe we could talk.”

The silence was almost deafening, even Glitch had
stopped cycling his servos. The woman sounded almost heartbroken.
Had they been... had they dated? Lady Peregrine was older, but that
was subjective with medical science, at forty-five the woman looked
no older than Vash or me.

She said with a hitch in her voice, “I didn't mean to
make things fall to trollite again. I'll make sure they leave them
alone. Could we please, at least talk? I don't want to lose you
again. I love you.”

The doors opened and Vashon stepped out and paused
for Glitch and me. My chest felt like it had a harvester parked on
it. How could I compete with someone so glamorous and powerful?

But then I stopped in my tracks when Vash said in a
barely audible voice, “Thank you for this. I'll call you after I
get my girl situated away... mother.”

Mother!? My mind was reeling as it put things
together. Peregradopolis... Peregrine. Vash was the daughter of our
ruler? They had some sort of falling out, and the woman wanted to
reconnect.

I heard a sob behind us as the mag lift door
closed.

I looked at my girl, and she shrugged and said, “I'll
tell you one day. But for now, let's get Glitchy home.”

I nodded and smiled when she did, she hugged me to
her, and my happiness came flooding back with a vengeance. I had my
girl and Glitch, and we were going home.


Epilogue

There was much celebrating when we got back. The
pingers and harvesters all came to welcome Glitch home. He squealed
in glee most of the night. I think Bonnie was going to break a
strut, she was almost jumping up and down when she rolled up to see
him.

Vash had stayed the night and... and mother of all
crystal... she took me that night, and it was the most beautiful
thing I had ever experienced. I cried and didn't know why. She
wanted to let me know that I wasn't just some fling to her, and
that she was making love to me.

I never knew it could be that way. That you could
share yourself so completely with someone that you didn't know
where you ended and they began. I felt whole for the first time in
my life. I felt... less... when we weren't in contact with each
other.

When we awoke the next morning, I giggled until I had
to rush off to pee when all the fluffers jumping off of us to take
to the rafters, had surprised her. She squealed. I guess I should
have warned her about that. Big bad Sky Guard squealing at some
overly cute little fluff balls.

I walked her to her tumbril, and she stopped to pick
a pink and violet Sunburst flower from the little flower garden
that Glitch and I maintained just outside the shop. They were my
mother's favorites. She had planted them when I was tiny, and
always said that we had to remember that our lives weren't just
maintenance, that we could take the time to appreciate the beauty
in the world.

Vash smiled at me and pulled me close and tucked the
large flower behind my ear. I blushed at the look of wonder on her
face. Then she gave me the softest, gentlest kiss that said volumes
to me as she whispered, “I think I love you Fixit.”

I squeaked, “I think I love you too Vashon.”

She grinned when we heard Glitch, who was watering
the flowers with part of my hydro ration, squeal in question. We
chuckled, and she said, “We love you too Glitchy.” He chittered,
and we walked to the tumbril.

I got another peck on the lips, and she gave me that
cocky smile I can't get enough of, and she was off. I watched until
her ship became a speck in the sky then spun in place. I loved my
life! I skipped back to the shop and called back, “Glitch, can you
please send the new pinger to my office?”

He squeed and trundled off. Sparks dripping from his
loose connections as I headed inside.

A minute later, the new pinger rolled in, and it's
speech synthesizer coldly droned out, “Reporting as requested.” I
stepped past it and shut the door, then lowered the blinds on the
window overlooking the repair bay, and turned to the newcomer. I
waved and said, “Hello.” It again looked to be trying to think. It
reasoned through what I wanted though it wasn't sure why, and waved
back. I winced, the poor thing was right on the verge of
understanding, but couldn't think clearly.

I exhaled and looked around, feeling self-conscious
as I asked, “Let's wake you up shall we?”

I stepped up to it and started pulling all the access
doors off and started digging in the unit. I pulled the Asmov chip
and crushed it under my heel and started rerouting critical
functions through systems not designed for it, creating a basic
neural net. Allocating all available processors and random access
memory to couple with the AI reasoning circuits. The AI programmers
really didn't know just how good they really were.

I felt bad that I had lied to the Director. Mother
showed me when I was little, just what she did to wake Glitch up.
I've helped all my friends since that day. They are my family now
that mom is dead. I finished up and closed all the access doors but
one. I shorted out the uplink transmitter and pulled the last
limiter chip out.

The pinger squealed in a high pitch, its iris
spinning wide as it rolled back and slammed into the wall in a
panic as it looked around. It was waking up. I smiled at it, and
let it take in the world and really experience it, instead of just
rolling through it doing pre-programmed things in a fog, like it
was heavily drugged.

I was witnessing a birth again, and it was just as
awe-inspiring as the first time. It looked around and saw as a
fluffer flitted from rafter to rafter. The pinger squealed in
delight in its high pitched tone, much higher than Glitch's as it
watched the aerial dance above us.

It looked at me, focused, then squeaked a couple
times. Then looked down in confusion. I stepped up to it, and it
squatted to look into its optical port. It squeaked again. I said
in a soothing tone, “It's ok. You sort of lost your voice when you
woke up, but now you can finally be you.”

It looked at me, and then it froze, and slowly,
timidly started reaching a grappler toward my face. It squealed out
a high pitched oscillating tone that sounded like an “oooo” of
amazement. Then delicately, almost tenderly, she touched the flower
behind my ear. She seemed mesmerized by it.

I smiled at her and took the flower from my ear, and
I tucked it into the joint of her grappler at her shoulder and
said, “A pretty flower for a pretty girl.” Then I smiled wider at
that and said, “I think I'll call you Flower, would you like
that?”

She nodded and touched her flower delicately. I gave
her a hug then reached over to open the door. I raised the blinds
then looked at her as she was looking around at everything in
wonder.

I was so happy that my family was growing. I
whispered to her as she trundled out the door to explore the world
with a clear head for the first time in her short life, “Welcome
home.”

The End
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Chapter 1 – Perihelion

I glanced at the sky, saw nothing but the roiling
clouds at the leading edge of the monster storm which battered the
crops with driving rain and wind. Gusts were already nearing fifty
miles per hour. I had to work fast, I knew this was nothing
compared to the hurricane strength winds deeper inside the colossal
storm that reached a quarter of the way around Tau Ceti Prime.

I braced my feet as the ground shook with a mini
tremor and worked faster, I mean, what's a girl to do?

My name is Vega Hasher by the way, but everyone just
calls me Fixit. I'm in charge of Agri-Grid A1 here on Prime.

This was the first of a series of storm systems that
would pummel the surface of Prime for the next two months as the
planet reached perihelion around our sun, Tau Ceti. In our
thirty-four year orbit around the star, this close approach caused
severe weather patterns and tectonic shifts of the planetary crust,
sending earthquakes rumbling across the surface of the planet.

I turned my eyes from the horizon where I knew I'd
see the great floating city of New Terra slowly riding the gravitic
wave in the sky into orbit, instead of it hanging in the green and
blue sky almost directly over my home here in A1 like it had been
my whole life.

It was something else to witness the other cities
crossing the sky over the past few weeks on their journey upward.
They would live sealed inside the spires of their cities during
perihelion, out of danger from the severe weather that would have
threatened the cities.

The last Exodus was before I was born, so this was
the first one I had witnessed, and it was awe-inspiring seeing the
parade of cities in the sky. The capitol, New Terra City was the
last to make the ascent. I would be joining the rest of the dirters
as they called those of us who lived on the planet surface to
provide food and raw materials to the population, in New Terra once
I had the Agri-Grid buttoned up.

This would be the worst Perihelion Pass since First
Pass which had almost spelled the doom of the original settlers on
Prime all those centuries ago. They hadn't been prepared for the
weather and earthquakes that accompanied the high gravitational
pull that close to Tau Ceti. They were forced to make that first
Exodus to their orbiting ships after losing a quarter of their
population.

This PP was going to be compounded by the seven moons
aligning in conjunction, forming a gravitational syzygy that will
increase the tidal forces on Prime. This conjunction only happens
every hundred a three orbits.

I've spent the last week in the other Agri-Grids with
their personnel, securing the crops under photonic shields to
protect them from the brunt of the weather and herding the
livestock into the giant Quonset huts that looked like huge
versions of my repair shop.

Our buildings are rated to ride out the worst that
Prime can throw at us, so they should survive just fine. The
structures have no foundations but instead sit on giant slabs of
plasti-ceramic, basically floating on the ground.

I braced myself when another tremor hit, then yelled
over the rain to Glitch, the robotic pinger helping me with the
coherent photon projectors that surrounded Agri-Grid A1, “Got mine,
how you doing over there Glitchy?”

He squeed back at me and looked at a power storage
crystal he held in his grappler. He looked confused for a moment
before my orb shaped best friend dropped it into a bucket. Then
quickly pulled it back out, held it close to his optical port and
then looking embarrassed, he dropped the burned out piece of
trollite into the other bucket.

Yeahhhh... Glitch is a bit, well, glitchy. But he's
the hardest worker in our little family of misfits down here
dirtside, and I love him so very much. Like I said, he's my best
friend.

Unlike the other Agri-Grids, which have five or six
people each manning them, I'm the only human here at A1, mostly
because my Artificial Intelligence pingers are more efficient than
any of the other pingers on the surface of Prime. This is the
direct result of them attaining a degree of self-awareness. My late
mother and I had learned how to wake them up, a secret we protect
with our very lives.

I looked down at the two buckets I had strapped over
my shoulders and just stared in wonder at all the full storage
crystals filling one. This was the first full shipment of crystal
I've seen down here since I was born. Topside saw fit to send less
and less of the crystals in each shipment, and less spare parts for
me to do my job of keeping the big agricultural pingers in good
repair so that they can supply the population with food.

But whenever that food supply is threatened, it is
amazing just how quickly they respond. All the photonic projectors
which were spaced evenly between the sonic fence pylons that ringed
the grids had burned the lattice in the crystals to trollite long
ago, just sitting in standby mode.

That was my last task here in A1 before my –
girlfriend, Vashon, came to pick me up before New Tera had to seal
up as it left the atmosphere.

I curled my toes and smiled at the thought of the Sky
Guard ranger who had stolen my heart. I still couldn't believe the
tall, gorgeous woman had chosen me out of all the men and women of
New Terra City who were pining over her.

I snapped a new crystal into the receiver inside the
access panel of a projector, and with a thrum, it hummed to life. I
checked the systems and the quadruple redundant circuits, and
everything checked out. These projectors safety precautions exceed
those of on-orbit installations and their triple redundancy. We
didn't take chances with our food supply. Even with these shields,
the crops would be a mess when I returned in a couple months to
assess the damage. They could only stop so much wind and rain.

All of the storage silos had been emptied last week
and their contents transferred to the cities while I was assisting
the other grids. I keyed in a code on the handle of my sleek new
multi-tool, and it reconfigured itself into a spanner. The Director
of Sciences for Prime, Anna Germaine herself, had given me a couple
of the multi-tools, an improvement on my design.

She had reverse engineered the original one I had
made when I was a kid, just tinkering around with scraps in the
boneyard. I hear almost every tech, and tinker on Prime is
clamoring to get one now. And I had two. Though she never did
return my original to me, I was sort of attached to it. I'm going
to have to ask her about that.

I secured the access cover and yelled over to Glitch,
“Got mine, you good?”

He swiveled his orb on his mobility platform to nod
at me, and he came trundling over on his tank treads to me, sparks
drizzling from the connection point to his mobility platform. He
cocked his head like a puppy waiting for me to throw a ball and I
patted his head. “You did good Glitch.” He made a low squealing
sound that sounded like, “Awww.” to me.

I hopped up behind him, and he wrapped his grappler
behind himself and around my waist as I said, “Ok, on to the next
batch. Just four more after this.”

He nodded, then with a squee of excitement we were
speeding off down the sonic fence line as we were buffeted by the
rising wind and driving rain, his treads sure even when the ground
tremored beneath them. I asked as we went, “You sure you don't want
to spend the PP with Vash and me in New Terra?”

He shuddered violently as we moved along at a high
rate of speed, and shook his head. The poor guy was scared of New
Terra, and I didn't blame him. What with the way they kidnapped him
and were ready to tear him apart to find out how he had attained
sentience a few weeks back.

It was only by the intervention of our ruler, Lady
Peregrine, that he was spared that grisly fate. She hadn't done it
for him, she had done it for Vashon. That is when I learned one of
the many secrets that my girl harbored. It seems that Lady
Peregrine is Vash's estranged mother.

The only good thing that came from the horrific
experience of almost losing my best friend like that was that it
has started a dialogue between mother and daughter for the first
time in what I gather has been years.

I don't push, and I trust that my ranger will share
the reasons with me one day, though I do have my suspicions.

I patted Glitch's head and said, “Ok, I understand
buddy. I'll miss you when I'm up there in orbit.” Then I said with
irony, “Not really the way I envisioned visiting the city...”

I swear the silly pinger laughed at that. I noted the
gleam of ceramic and metal in the lightning that had started as we
traveled. The huge heaps of scrap of the junkyard of discarded tech
that the cities dumped on the surface with no regard for the
environment. The Boneyard, as we dirters called it. It is where I
scavenged the bulk of the parts I needed to keep my pingers
operational down here in pinger maintenance.

Glitch slowed a bit when we witnessed a huge
lightning strike to the heart of the boneyard. I could feel the
hairs stand up on my arm from the huge amounts of static
electricity discharge, even from this distance.

Yup, it was time to get this job done and get back to
the safety of the repair bay.

We almost tipped over at that thought as we were hit
by a gust of wind of maybe seventy or eighty miles per hour. Glitch
squealed as we rode up onto one tread. I shifted my weight enough
to get us back down on two treads.

He made a frightened sound, and I said, “I agree,
let's get this job done and get back home, like yesterday.” He
nodded, and we increased speed to the next couple of
projectors.

We separated again, and I was in the process of
removing the access cover when the private uplink transmitter on my
tool belt started vibrating. I grinned as I retrieved it. Vashon
had given it to me a few weeks back, it was no bigger than a
biscuit and had planetary coverage using the satellite relay
network. I pressed the button as I held it close to hear over the
howling wind.

I said, “As I live and breathe, if it isn't that sexy
Sky Guard, Vashon.”

There was a delay then an embarrassed sounding Vash
said, “Umm... I'm not alone here Fixie.”

I blushed in embarrassment, wondering if her whole
platoon had heard me, and then she continued, “Are you done yet? We
have eighteen hours before we leave atmo.”

I nodded absently as I yelled over the wind, “Yup,
just a couple more to power up after this batch. Maybe an
hour?”

She sounded relieved as she said, “Great, then I'm on
my way in a bit. Be there in my tumbril in fifty to extract your
cute butt.”

I heard a group of people chuckling over the link. Ok
if I was embarrassed before, I was positively blushing down to my
toes now.

I was about to sign off when alarms started going off
on the sonic fence pylons and the iso-pad in my tool belt. I had
just enough time to spit out an old Earth epitaph, “Shit!” when a
huge lightning bolt struck twenty yards away from me, blowing me
back and into the air. Another huge gust of wind sent me spinning
back through the air into the cornfield, and I landed with an
“Oof!”

I scrambled to my feet, my body buzzing in shock, my
ribs aching and I could hear Vashon voice calling out from the
uplink I had dropped somewhere, “Fixit? Vega? Vega!”


Chapter 2 – Catastrophe

Glitch zoomed out into the corn to help me up. I did
a quick self-check as the ground shook with a minor tremor, I had a
couple scratches on my face from being thrown through the
cornstalks, and an ache in my side from landing hard, but I was ok.
Well besides my ears ringing and my body buzzing from the close
call with the lightning.

The winds kicked up as the storm seemed to intensify.
My iso-pad was blurting more warnings, and I pulled it out to look
to see an emergency weather update. The main body of the storm had
merged with another, creating a massive system that was surging
toward A1.

This weather was nothing but a pile of trollite.

I took a moment to search for the uplink, and some
lightning reminded me of the urgency of our revised situation. I
squinted through the driving rain at the projector pylons. I
checked my tools and yelled to Glitch over the howling wind, “I'm
fine. Let's get this job done and get you buttoned up for the Pass
at home.”

He nodded and then moved in front of me as I leaned
into the wind to take deliberate steps toward my goal. I smiled at
how considerate he was and hopped on, and he drove me up to one
pylon then started to trundle off toward a sonic fence pylon before
pausing to look back and then lowering his ocular port in
embarrassment, rolled back past me toward the photonic projector
platform in the other direction.

I had to giggle at the silly boy.

I exhaled deliberately, re-centering myself and
started to pull off the access door. I hissed in exasperation when
I saw that the invasive wild lattice grass had made its way into
the cooling vents of the projector and into the circuitry.

Flanterskelling crystal licking lattice grass!

I sighed and absently keyed in a code on my
multi-tool as I tore away the long blades of the stiff blue,
sawlike grass. Once the tool reconfigured to a plasma cutter, I
went to work cutting away the ladder like surface roots. Those
roots were strong as steel and would dull any non-carbon hardened
blades, but they were extremely susceptible to high
temperatures.

Once I got the insides cleaned out, I cringed at the
power storage crystal receiver. It was pretty mangled, and some of
the circuit boards looked to be scored pretty badly. This was going
to require some precision work.

I reconfigured to a tool with the finesse I required,
then I hauled back and started beating the crap out of the receiver
with the hammer. I growled over the sound of the wind and deafening
rolling thunder that didn't seem to quit. “Frazzle...” Clunk.
“Grawl.” Ping. “Rawful.” Clank clank clank.

I grinned at my handiwork and looked back as Glitch
showed up beside me. He made a low two tone noise I associated with
him saying my name. He somehow looked a little smug. I grinned at
him and yelled over the storm, “Don't get a swelled head, mine had
a lattice grass infestation, smart guy.”

Then I asked with a sly grin as I pulled out a new
power storage crystal and asked, “You sure you put a full crystal
in yours? Or was it trollite?”

It was mean, I know, but it was fun to watch him look
back at the other projector and then scratch his metallic orb like
he was thinking. Then he figured out I was having fun with him and
he shoved my shoulder and made a trilling sound which was his
laugh.

But then he paused and looked into his bucket of new
crystals at the last two crystals in it for the final batch we had
before we could go home and he seemed to relax in relief. I
chuckled and shoved the shoulder of his grappler in
camaraderie.

Some lightning in the boneyard got our attention back
on our work. I tried to push the crystal into the receiver. I had
it aligned almost perfectly, but it still needed a little
adjustment. I looked up and yelled as I grabbed onto the pylon when
I was slammed with a huge gust of wind, “A little help buddy?”

He nodded and reached in with his grappler and bent
the receiver just a tad more. I envied his strength.

I braced my feet and leaned into the wind and pushed
the crystal into place. With a shower of sparks, the system powered
up. I did a quick systems check and winced. The primary and
secondary systems were down, though the tertiary and quadrary
systems were functional.

It wasn't ideal, but at least there was one backup if
the other failed. If I had more time, I could cobble together a
workaround for the burned out boards. It wouldn't be pretty, but I
would have felt better about it. Grid A1 was my home, and I felt
queasy leaving it alone with a half-assed quadrant on the photon
shield.

Glitch suddenly grabbed my waist with his grappler
and fired an anchoring harpoon into the ground. Before I could ask,
I was slammed back against him by a gust of wind that had to top a
hundred miles per hour.

I don't know who was squealing louder, him or me. The
lightning lashing around the skies only amplified the chaos. I
glanced over at the pylon and moved the access panel into place and
buttoned it up as Glitchy pushed back against the wind. Just as I
was finishing fastening it into place the wind shifted ninety
degrees, and I was flung to the side, held only by my friend.

My already sore ribs ached, and it was getting harder
to breathe in the air around me it was flowing so fast. My face was
being pummeled by the debris carried in the wind.

That's when I saw it. The almost constant lightning
lit up the fields as I saw an old discarded pressure vessel from an
orbital booster being flung through the fields by the gale force
winds. The ground was shaking as it crushed everything in its path.
It must have massed fifteen or twenty tons and was at least two or
three stories tall.

My eyes widened as I realized it was coming straight
toward us. We were anchored in place. If Glitch retracted his
harpoon, then we'd be flung away, out the sonic fence into the
wilds. Either way, we were as good as dead.

My panic turned into calm as I just watched my end
barreling toward us. At least I was with Glitchy, and neither of us
would die alone. My only regret was... I silently apologized to
Vashon and started to close my eyes as Glitch turned his visual
port to look at me. I hugged him, and he tightened his grip on me
as he realized what I already had.

But then my eyes snapped wide, and I looked up when I
heard the whine of plasma drive thrusters in overdrive. Vashon's
tumbril was plummeting toward us, fighting winds it was never
designed to fly in. She was in more of a controlled fall than
actually flying.

My heart leapt into my throat as her tumbril hit the
ground, hard, in the path of the oncoming debris, sending up a
spray of dirt and vegetation that was stolen away by the storm. The
tumbril slid along into the wind, furrowing the ground, and it
slammed into the pressure vessel in a cacophony of sound that drown
out the thunder and wind.

As her vessel was torn apart, but the pressure vessel
was stopped, I was screaming, “Vashon!” My voice was swallowed by a
nearby lightning strike.

The moment there was a lull in the wind, Glitch
released me and retracted his anchoring harpoon. Then we were
rushing to the field of debris a hundred yards away. The sparking
and flaming wreckage backlit a humanoid form striding toward us,
and another flash of lightning lit up the Sky Guard ranger who
owned my heart.

The wind was whipping her long black hair around her
as she walked up to me in her violet plasti-ceramic armor, that
flanterskelling smug, self-assured smirk on her face that I had
fallen for was on her almost too perfect face.

She reached me, and I pulled her into a tight hug as
she yelled over the storm, the rain making rivulets of water roll
across her face, “Hello Fixit, mind if I drop in?”

I blinked at her, not knowing if I should be happy or
angry she had risked her own life like that. She looked back at the
wreckage they turned to me with a wince on her face over the fate
of her tumbril and yelled over the wind, “Well it looks like we're
stuck dirt-side for the duration. That was our ride.”

Ok, I smiled at that. I knew she meant the duration
of the storm, before another came in, not the duration of the
Exodus. I'd prefer to stay dirt-side, but I knew how dangerous it
was because of the earthquakes. The fury of the storms would be
diminished by the photon shield if we can get the last of the
projectors online.

I couldn't wipe the smile off my face as she kissed
me, and my toes curled. She always seemed exhilarated by danger and
action, like she had no impulse control. I'm not sure why she
seemed to thrive on the adrenaline, but who am I to complain? It
was how I got my first kiss from her after she saved me from a
couple pirate vessels full of Betweeners when we first met. She
seems so alive at times like this.

Her eyes unfocused a moment and then she was yelling
over the wind, “New Terra control, this is Captain Peregradopolis.
Tumbril Epsilon 1 is down, no injuries. I'll be staying at
Agri-grid A1 for the duration.”

She was so flanterskelling hot when she was
interfacing directly with the Prime Information Grid. I know I'm a
little odd, but I found her implants sexy. What can I say? I'm a
techie.

She was scowling and yelling, “Control, please
repeat.” She squinted, and her eyes started flicking around as they
lit up a little telling me she was seeing some sort of heads-up
display in her visor... or was it actually projected from within
her eyes?

She tapped the air a few times and did a wipe of the
hand then said loudly, “Control, there is too much electromagnetic
interference down here to receive, I've boosted my gain to transmit
up. Again I say, I'll be staying at Agri-grid A1 for the duration.
Peregradopolis out.”

Then she wiped her hand in the air and closed her
fist and turned those dark eyes on me. She wiggled her eyebrows,
and I bit my lower lip, my cheeks heating and I yelled out,
“Hi.”

She chuckled and asked, “We good to go down
here?”

I shook my head. “No, Glitch and I have one last set
to service, and we can activate the photon shield over the
grid.”

I stumbled when the ground shook. The tectonic shifts
were coming more and more frequently. Her hand shot out to steady
me, just as Glitch grabbed my other arm with his grappler to do the
same until the temblor subsided. I pulled my arms from them feeling
petulant and whined, “I'm not fragile you two!”

Glitch squeed something that sounded suspiciously
patronizing, as Vash teased with a twinkling smile, biting the tip
of her tongue. Then she yelled, “Then let's get this party started,
Fixit.”

She made an ushering motion, and I looked up
imperiously as I stepped onto Glitch's mobility platform, he
grabbed my waist, and I whispered to him. He squealed out his
giggle, and we were off, leaving my ranger behind. I gave her a
royal wave and said, “Better step on it Glitchy.”

I could imagine Vash's laugh as she started running
after us. Her advanced reactive armor did more than protect her
from enemy weapons. The flexible servos also enhanced her speed and
strength. I looked back and saw her gaining on us, she ran into the
wind like it wasn't an obstacle to her, her gorgeous black locks
streaming out behind her from under her helmet, in that driving
wind.

I saw Turk heading through the fields behind her,
toward the Quonset hut repair bay to hunker down until the
Perihelion pass was over in a couple months. The harvester was the
biggest and smartest pinger I took care of down here, and the
massive Mark 9 didn't even look like he noticed the storm. And he
was a great guy and friend.

He had been finishing up on some of the corn
harvesting, anything he got before the pass began was to be used as
seed corn for the next harvest. We'd basically be starting over, so
we wanted to make sure we had plenty to start the replanting. I
waved and I just barely heard his deafening warning horn over the
fury of the storm. He waggled one of his telescoping ocular ports
in greeting. I loved my family.

Glitch slowed a bit as the platform shook when Vash
made a great leap into the wind and landed beside me on Glitch's
mobility platform, causing a shower of sparks to cascade out of his
open access ports. He squealed a playful welcome to her.

She tilted her head back and laughed and said,
“You're just as bad as her, you tin scamp.”

I really loved how she treated my pingers like
people. Others just saw them as machines.

I grinned up at her with no apology in my expression,
then snuggled in as she hugged me to her by the waist. This was
going to be fun with us stranded here between storms. I found
myself hoping this one lasted a week or more. I've never had her to
myself for more than twelve hours or so.

An aftershock of the temblor rolled through, bucking
the ground beneath us. Glitch's suspension took the brunt of it,
but we all went tumbling onto the ground. We just lay there, the
rain being driven sideways by the wind, our laughs being drowned
out by the wind while we rode out the tremors.

Once it passed, we helped Glitchy get back upright.
He made a silly squee as he wobbled his orb-shaped body around. I
rolled my eyes at his silly theatrics and then checked our gear and
made sure the power storage crystal buckets were still sealed and
we didn't lose any.

Then we stepped back up onto Glitch, and the
chivalrous pinger wrapped his grappler arm around both of us before
we were pushing back against the storm again. The faster we could
get this over with and the photonic shield raised, the quicker we
would only have to deal with a moderate amount of storm bleed
through and the tectonic shifts.

We reached the last pair of projectors and started to
split up when Glitch and Vashon shared a look, and she stepped in
front of me as Glitch grabbed me again. A gust of wind hit us that
had me pressing against my loyal pinger as Vash slid along the
ground, leaning into the wind, her legs behind her, leaving furrows
on the ground.

I started to push away as the gust died down, shaking
my head. This storm was an order of magnitude worse than the
meteorologists had predicted, and it was coming in far faster than
the computer models. I guess some things haven't really changed in
eons of weather forecasting.

I was about to voice that, but then Vash yelled over
the wind, “Incoming!” Glitch nodded and yanked me to the side as I
saw it coming at us, frozen in a moment of time in a lightning
flash. A Kavorat tree which had been uprooted by that storm was
tumbling through the air toward us.

Vash leaned forward, I swear I could hear her growl
over the chaos of sound around us when the tree struck her as she
crossed her arms in front of her. She had diverted the tree just
enough as it splintered like it had hit a plasti-steel wall. The
trunk whizzed past us, Glitchy pulled my head down and took the
brunt of the rain of slivers as Vashon's body went flinging back
into the projector, sending it tumbling in a hundred pieces, pushed
by the wind.

I scrambled low and started crawling across the
ground, into the wind toward her, yelling, “Vash!”

She looked over at me sheepishly from where she lay
on the ground. I exhaled in relief, she must have told the
nano-panels in her armor to go rigid to take the brunt of the
impact, making her no more than an obstacle made of plasti-ceramic.
I saw some damage to its violet surface, but it looked mostly
intact.

I grinned at her then was blinded and thrown back, my
body buzzing as she was engulfed in a lightning strike. Even with
my ears ringing from the roar of thunder, which had ruptured my
eardrums, if the popping sound was any indication, I could hear her
scream.


Chapter 3 – Frantic

Then we were all tumbling across the ground as
another torrent of wind roared through. I was trying to keep Vashon
in sight as I tumbled, grasping at the bent over cornstalks we were
blown into. Then a huge shadow blotted out the sky and the wind
died down in an eerie calm. My ears were buzzing from the damage to
them.

My eyes focussed and I saw Turk towering above us,
using his massive form as a windbreak for us. I nodded at our
savior and then scrambled over to Vashon. Her armor was sparking,
and the side of her face was burned where her visor had been blown
away. Parts of the armor were torn away from her side as well as
some flesh.

Her eyes were wide and frantic, her mouth wide open
as she gasped for air. I tied to pull her to me but she was as
rigid as a statue, and I realized what had happened. She couldn't
breathe because the controllers that ran the nano-panels of the
armor had been fused by the lightning, and she couldn't expand her
lungs.

She was going to suffocate unless I did something. I
was yelling at her, my own voice sounding muffled in my head,
“Where is the armor controller located?” I put my face in front of
hers, she was turning blue. “Stay with me, ranger! The controller,
where is it?”

She nudged her eyes to the left and down a bit as it
was currently the only part of herself she could move in the
unyielding plasti-ceramic cocoon she was in. She had sorrow and...
fear? In her eyes. I've never seen her afraid of anything before.
That just pissed me off. This flanterskelling storm did this, and
it wasn't going to win.

I muttered to the universe, “No you don't you crystal
licking bootwaffle, I've only just found her, you're not taking her
from me.”

I yelled at her, “I've got you Vash. Just hold on a
moment... trust me.”

She moved her head infinitesimally in a nod inside
the plasti-ceramic prison it was in.

I tried to turn her to the side but it was awkward in
the stance she was frozen in. But Glitch was there, squeeing in
worry and alarm as he grasped her in his grappler and lifted and
turned her. There was a smoking pit in the armor where I assumed
the controller had been, with burned flesh beneath.

I had to hand it to the designers of the armor, it
took that strike from the tree then five hundred megajoules from a
lightning strike, and Vashon was still alive... for now.

I just stared at the slag, blinking dumbly. Even if I
could hotwire the connections, all I could do was to provide power
to the armor. It would take a huge amount of processing power to be
able to access the trillions of nano panels that made it up and
instruct them to allow elasticity between the connections.

As I frantically cleaned away the debris to get to a
group of melted contacts, I was going through hundreds of
scenarios. I could hack something together to transmit a cascade
pulse with a single command, but it would take me precious time I
didn't have. Vashon had stopped gasping, and her lips were turning
blue.

Theselean shunt? No time. If only I had a replacement
controller that was capable of the number crunching that was... My
eyes flew wide at a realization. My multi-tool! I had cobbled the
original together using an old Mark 27 jump ship navigational
computer, and the torso of a damaged and discarded Sky Guard ranger
armor suit from the boneyard.

It had the needed processing power and more to spare
so I could imagine the improved version that Anna Germaine gave me
was of similar design. I yanked it from my belt as I yelled to
Glitch, “Need some monofilament!” He was instantly digging in our
repair packs and pulled out a spool.

Glitch was already replacing his grappler with a
spool feed and nano-fuser, he looked as frantic as I did. Vashon
was his friend too. The first topsider to treat him as an equal,
and he loved her for it. He understood how fragile us humans were,
and that you couldn't repair dead. I could hear a continuous high
pitched whine coming from him.

I was barely keeping myself together, and his whine
was threatening to break the last of my resolve. But my girl needed
me to keep my head about me. I found they had put safety lockouts
on the multi-tool so I couldn't open the panel to the
processor.

They had only used a military grade phased quantum
encryption lock on them. I smirked, just like the topsiders to
think electronic lockouts, not the possibility someone could do
this. My fingers absently coded on the pad, and the tool
reconfigured itself... into itself, with no casing except the
processor panel, which promptly fell to the ground without anything
to keep it attached to the tool.

Amateurs. They do realize that this was my design,
don't they? Why would they give me a tool with a lockout anyway?
Afraid I'd steal my own design?

I looked at the processor, and my eyes bulged, a Mark
32! These were for controlling dreadnought class attack tumbril
carriers. What the hell was it doing in a simple multi-tool? Then I
realized they hadn't figured out how I was able to utilize phase
shifts to make each data pathway multi-configurable, so they needed
more processing power and pathways than my original design. Was
that why Anna kept my original? To figure out my methods?

I started calling out contact numbers as I had the
tool display its specs on the small touchscreen. With little sparks
of loose electrons from the molecular bonding, Glitch performed the
most delicate operation of his life. All of his erratic behavior
was gone as he used everything he had to make sure it was done
right. He knew he had to do it because without being in my shop
with the proper tools, I couldn't even see most of the
contacts.

Only a few seconds had passed, but I could see that
Vashon's nostrils had stopped flaring as she was trying to breathe
in the air she couldn't take in. No!

I moved the multi-tool over to the controller, it
looked like it had gossamer strands of silk hanging from it. I
started singing one of the songs my mother had taught me to
memorize the firing order of instruction sets for nano-panels that
worked like the firing of neurons in our brains. “X to the nth and
the pathway is clear. The sine of the reciprocal makes them hold
dear.”

I started calling out crossover pathways, and Glitch
moved filaments he was keeping track of to me, as I kept track of
each iteration of the calculations in my head. I held each filament
to the larger group contacts, and he bonded each. No time to do
things right, brute force was all we had time for.

The moment Glitch had the last monofilament bonded, I
prayed they could take the amount of current I was going to push
through them. I told him, “Ok move back.”

He did, and I went as far back as I could and then
stretched out and typed a single instruction on the screen of the
tool and then hit execute.

There was popping and hissing as some of the
filaments fried, but enough survived and Vashon collapsed from the
position she was locked in. She wasn't breathing! I hit a command
on the multi-tool. Seeing its crystal was burned almost all the way
to trollite. This was the last command I could try. Seams appeared
in her armor, and I was pulling it off of her in a panic as the
multi tool's subtle vibration it always had ceased as the last of
the crystal burned out.

I placed my ear on Vash's chest and tried to listen
over the sound of the storm, water flowing down my face, hiding the
tears that were freely flowing. I pulled back then did it again. I
couldn't hear her heart, but I swear I heard a humming. It must
have been her cybernetic implants.

I didn't know how many she had or what their
functions were. She never wanted to talk about it. She seemed
ashamed of them, I thought it made her just that much sexier. I
mean, how hot is it to be able to connect directly with the Prime
information grid? All that information accessible with but a
thought.

I placed my cheek next to her mouth, and there was no
warmth of her breath. She wasn't breathing and had no pulse, and I
didn't know anything about emergency medical procedures. I looked
at Glitch. All pingers were programmed for emergencies like this. I
looked at him, and he understood and trundled up to us. Turk let
out a bellowing blast of his warning horn telling of his own
distress. They all loved my ranger.

I crawled aside so Glitch could get to her and he
swiveled his orb-shaped body like he was cocking his head,
contemplating the right thing to do. I was just panicking and about
to yell at him to do something when he swapped out ends on his
grappler, and reached out and touched her chest with his electric
welding attachment.

Vashon's muscles all tensed up and her back arched
with the current. Then he pulled his arm back. A moment later, Vash
sucked in a huge gasp of air and sat up quickly. I pulled her into
my lap as I started sobbing in relief as I stroked her hair.

Her eyes were wide as she looked up at me, fear in
her eyes as she hugged my arm to her, repeating her name over and
over. I hated seeing the fear in her, she was the strongest and
most confident person I knew. Well, I didn't know many people at
all, being isolated dirt side with my pingers, but it still
applied.

She took a couple more deep breaths then she froze, a
new panic coming over her. She cocked her head up to me, where I
was just kissing the top of her head repeatedly. “Lo-si-ng
p-p-p-ower. Ca-n't F-f-fixie. Can-n-n't lose the-the-them.”

Can't lose what? What was wrong with her voice? Then
I realized it must be her implants. Good lord of the cosmos, had
the cranial implants damaged her speech center? Can't lose them?
Power... Her implants! Were their power cells compromised? She
couldn't lose them? Was that what she meant?

I nodded to her. “It's ok. I can look over your
implants in the shop.” I called out, “Turk? Can you get us back to
the Quonset hut?” Then I looked at Glitch. “Good job buddy. I owe
you.” Then I asked, “Can you get the last projector online? We
already lost this quadrant's backup. We need the photonic shield
operational before we lose all the crops.”

He swiveled up and down in agreement then started to
trundle off. He paused, then backed up and picked up the power
crystal container and sped off into the raging winds beyond
Turk.

Vashon was scrabbling at my arms, her eyes wide as
she pleaded, “C-c-c-an-an't lose them. I w-w-wo-won't go through
i-it again.”

It broke my heart. I had never seen such abject fear
and panic before.

I nodded. And I helped her to her feet. I had to half
carry her as her legs didn't seem to cooperate very well with her.
Turk scooped us up and started back home at his quickest pace as I
examined Vashon in the punishing rain. I noted actual sparking in
her eye and by her temple where the lightning had blown off half of
her visor.

And there seemed to be an exposed servo at her hip
that was half melted, her flesh was burned away from its surface. I
tried to keep from vomiting at the sight. I've never seen a wound
like that, it needed attention fast. It was mostly cauterized, but
some blood oozed out of the open wound.

I wracked my brain, I know we had a dermal
regenerator somewhere in the shop, wherever the emergency medical
kit was. I didn't care if I got scars from my many cuts and gashes
I got over my years as a mechanic, so I never used the silly thing.
I think the kit was holding up the wonky leg on Flower's potting
table.

I just stroked Vashon's hair, holding her tight to me
to share our body heat as she repeated over and over that she
couldn't lose them. I never knew her implants were that important
to her. The way she acted anytime I brought them up, she pretty
much hated them.

I found that odd since implants were a voluntary
thing, and why would she get them if she didn't want them. And she
was one of the few blessed with a genetic makeup that didn't reject
them. Most people could only get basic implants like communications
without risk of rejection.

I myself wish I had the time to go topside, and the
ungodly sums of credits it took to get some. I'd love an uplink to
the Tau Ceti Prime information grid. That was all a pipe dream
though. I didn't have the credits for even a comm link.

As we approached the huge Quonset hut that served as
the maintenance bay for the harvesting pingers and tenders, the
rest of my family came trundling out. They all looked concerned the
way they were moving. Turk must have filled them in on the drive
back.

All my pingers here at A1 had been developing their
own communications network since their built-in com circuits were
helping to form the distributed computational duties needed to make
them self-aware, sentient beings.

Just as we were pulling into the service bay, there
was a huge buzzing thrum, and a wave of golden light rippled over
the Agri Grid in a dome. The winds died down to maybe twenty miles
per hour, and I could see most of the rain flowing down to the
photonic shield's perimeter. Maybe twenty percent of the storm and
its ferocity were making it through. Glitch had completed our work
and activated the shield. Good on him!

I did note the weak band of the dome where the
secondary projector had been demolished. I didn't like that, but I
had to get Vashon stabilized and get someone from New Terra to come
airlift us out before they broke for orbit. My tumbril was open air
and couldn't break atmosphere. I had no time to cobble together a
replacement. At worst if the primary failed, we might lose ten
percent of our crops. But they can be replanted.

Wrongway trundled up quickly and reached out the
wrong direction, and I helped move Vash into his arm. He cradled
her like she were the most fragile thing he had ever carried and
started for a workbench as Flower squeed at chirped at him
authoritatively, Dubdub followed her instructions. All the boys
were always vying for her attention, and she has sort of taken
charge.

She swept all the tools off the workbench, and
Wrongway laid my girlfriend on the surface. I stepped up to her and
stroked her gorgeous long black hair again and whispered, “Let me
look at your wounds, and I'll get New Terra to send an ambulance
tumbril for us.”

She grasped my arm, hard, I could hear servos
overextending, their limiters must have been out of alignment. She
said desperately, “Do-n-don-don't let-t-t her d-do it ag-a-again.
Please?” She was begging.

I swallowed hard, thinking I knew who this 'she' was
and I didn't want to contemplate what I have been postulating what
was going on with Vash after some things were said the last time we
were at New Terra to save Glitch. I didn't want to think about it
since if I were correct, it went against every concept of morality
we as humans had.

I nodded and whispered to her, “I promise.” This
seemed to satisfy her as that panic left her one good eye as the
other still sparked behind her pupil, and she started to drift off.
Exhausted from her ordeal.

I smiled down at her, leaned down and kissed her lips
gently, then turned and said to Blip. “The emergency medical kit?”
He nodded and spun around. A little too fast and he tipped over on
his side with an audible, “Blip!”

If she could have, I'm sure Flower would have sighed
as she trundled over to right the silly boy. Blip righted himself
and darted off in the direction of Flower's potting table as I
peeled my girl's clothes off of her.

I grabbed a scanner and pulled it up on my iso-pad
and ran it slowly up Vashon's body. My eyes getting wider and wider
as I went. I heard someone, I think it was me, whispering, “By the
gods of the cosmos...” As the pad cataloged the implants and the
damage to them.

Blip arrived just as I went over Vash's head. I
gasped and dropped the iso-pad. It bounced and clattered to the
table as I covered my mouth. My eyes were staring at the number 53
that blazed on the screen. It took a few moments for me to realize
Blip was offering the medical kit to me.

I absently took it with numb fingers as I couldn't
tear my eyes away from the display. What had they done? I looked at
the ceiling in the direction of the floating city. I couldn't call
down the med techs now, they'd find out. What was I supposed to do?
I couldn't let her die.

Maybe... maybe I could call Lady Peregrine herself.
She has to know. She'd know what to do.

A moan from my girl brought me back to the immediate
needs. First I had to stop her bleeding, then I needed to keep
power to her implants. I was afraid of what might happen if the
power was depleted fully.

I closed my eyes, centered myself, and took a deep
breath. Then I smiled and said to her, even though she was
unconscious, “I'll do my best, lady.” Then I added for her ears
only, whether she was aware of it or not. “I love you.”


Chapter 4 – Jury Rigging

I cursed, “Flanterskelling trollite!” as I was
shocked by one of the makeshift power packs I had thrown together
with some of the partially burned power storage crystals.

I had Flower holding Vashon's eyelid open as I moved
the connector into the now empty eye socket. The cybernetic eye was
a total loss, but this gave me a direct access port to one of the
other failing implants. The most important one. The one that scared
the hell out of me. The one that had replaced a portion of Vashon's
brain.

The scans showed all of the damaged tissue around the
implant, from a trauma suffered many years ago. What had happened?
And who made the decision to...

I shook my head. It was better if I didn't think
about it – didn't ask. I made the connection, and I could hear the
hum and scree of power until it went into the ultrasonic
frequencies.

With that, her eyes fluttered open. She looked around
in a panic until she saw me with her one good eye. Then she smiled
and said, “F-fi-fixie.”

I smiled back in utter relief. “Hi lady. You had me
worried.”

She started to talk, but I placed a finger over her
lips. “Don't talk. Let me work on the neural clusters in your
speech center first. I think some of the pathways were overloaded,
I'll have to reroute the subroutines.”

She looked frightened for a moment, and looked around
again, her eye landing on the iso-pad I was too afraid to touch
now. The scan results and the red flashing 53. She glanced back at
me, and I shrugged. “Let's get you patched up the best I can and
then we can call someone and get topside before they transfer to
orbit. We only have a two-hour window.”

She looked at the pad and me with fear on her face,
and I assured her, “It doesn't matter. I love you, Vash.”

She exhaled in relief, and her eye twinkled in wonder
as she whispered, “I l-lo-love you t-t-t-too, Veg-a”

There was a group, squee that sounded suspiciously
like “Awww,” from our family of pingers who were gathered around
the workbench where she laid on a bunch of thick blankets and a
pillow now. The boys kept running off every few minutes to bring
another blanket. Not sure how many humans needed since they never
slept and didn't need the comfort.

She slowly touched her head, her arm moving oddly.
She whispered, “I co-co-couldn't lose t-th-them.”

I assured her. “I've got most of your implants
functional. I still have to work on your hip.”

She shook her head and explained, “N-not the
fla-fla-flanter... fucking impla-pla-plants. My mem-mor-ies.”

I froze. My blood ran cold as I swallowed. Now fully
realizing her panic. This was exactly why you didn't do what
someone did to her. I realized what she was so desperate to hold
onto. Me. Memories of me.

I silently cursed whoever had done this to her. But I
already knew who. I knew before this but didn't want to admit it to
myself. I just kept telling myself that I was jumping to the wrong
conclusions.

I coded on the diagnostic tool, finding alternate
pathways in the most advanced implant I had ever laid eyes upon.
This thing could run an entire armada of spacecraft through
interstellar space. It was to the Mark 32, what that Mark 32 was to
the 23.

I ran a simulation in my mind, then made a quick
adjustment, and fed commands into the cerebral implant. Then said,
“Try now.”

She started to talk then stopped and narrowed her
eyes when her voice came out sounding like a prepubescent teen. I
hate myself for smiling so big at it. I held up a hand to stop the
reprimand. “Hang on, let me adjust the tone. You must have a
secondary vocal processor.” I typed in a rework on the original
coding some flanterskelling genius had written, after I cracked the
quantum encryption. No matter how smart a coder is, there is always
a back door, usually one they themselves put in.

Then I looked at the iso-pad with the red flashing
screen. I steeled myself then picked it up and looked through the
scans. Ah, there was a secondary. It looks like whatever had
scarred her brain so much had also burned out the nerve pathways to
her vocal cords. A redundant secondary was connected via
monofilament cluster in a nodule in her neck.

I adjusted the code to sync the two. It was the best
I could manage. Whoever did this to her originally, was going to
have their work cut out for them to fix all my jury-rigging. I
executed the code then cocked an eyebrow at her. She narrowed her
good eye, looking strange with all the connectors and power traces
hanging out her other socket.

I waggled my eyebrows at her as she said, “Testing,
testing. Much better. You're a genius, Vega.” Then she looked
ashamed, and I hated that.

Her eye going between me and the iso-pad. I laid a
hand on her arm. “It doesn't matter. It's actually kind of sexy to
me.” Then I added more quietly as I pushed her back onto the table
as she tried to sit up. “How? Fifty-three percent? What happened
Vash?” Then I growled, “And stop squirming, I'm still working
here.”

Glitch reached in and pushed her flat as Flower
started another round of dermal regeneration on the various
injuries except for her hip, except to stop the bleeding there.
That servo was doing more damage than good, and I'd have to replace
it before sealing her up.

She studied me, and I hope that all she saw was my
love and no judgment. I wouldn't judge. I was just scared for her.
What if the Galactic Office of Ethical Standards found out?

There were strict limits for cybernetic implants any
person could have. These limits were strictly enforced since the
cybernetic wars of 4037. Soldiers were being sent out into the
field who were more machine than man.

Since the peace accords, the limits to cybernetic
augmentation for humans was set at 27 percent. Or 35 percent for
mining or space dock workers in high hazard environments, excluding
military who weren't allowed this higher percentage. Technically I
guess that Vashon fit into that high hazard category being a Sky
Guard ranger and all since they were peacekeepers, not soldiers.
And her implants replaced only 33 percent of her organics.

It was her – other – implant that was the problem
here. The Galactic Office of Ethical Standards took decades after
the Cyber Wars debating on the use of cerebral implants. Replacing
portions of the human brain was nothing new when an individual
suffered cranial damage. But when you replace portions of a healthy
brain in a military individual, so that the recipient has quicker
reflexes or reasoning skills or even aim, brought up some questions
as to what was ethical and not. So the 4078 Humanities Act forbade
any cranial implants to replace healthy brain tissue, allowing only
for damaged tissue replacement.

The Act also outlined a compromise for extremists and
human purists who lobbied for the act. They came up with a
determination of what constituted humanity, and what constituted a
machine... what constituted property. If the limits were strict
about how many implants one person could possess, they were even
more strict about the definition of what made someone human or
simply property that needed to be recycled.

That limit on brain implants is hard and set at
thirty percent. If a patient requires more than that, then they are
to be denied medical attention, or they are deemed property and an
Asmov inhibitor chip installed. Anyone who receives more than
thirty percent is not even looked upon as human. Simply a pinger
that needs to be controlled or put down.

What had happened to Vashon in the past that had
caused so much catastrophic damage to her brain, requiring 53
percent of her brain to be replaced? Nobody had ever had such an
extensive repair. I hated being part of the human race just then,
because, to them, Vash wasn't human. She was a machine, a
pinger.

And worse, if anyone found out, it was a death
sentence to the woman I loved. They would place an Asimov inhibitor
chip inside her head until her scheduled... disassembly; a more
palatable term than execution, but hey, in their limited scope of
understanding she wasn't human anymore right? That's how they would
justify the morality of it.

I held her forehead as she tried to rise. “Stay
still, woman, I'm digging in your brain here. I have to set up some
redundancy, or you could have a cascade failure in your longterm
memory storage. I just need a storage matrix that can...”

I paused as Flower moved up next to me and an access
door snicked open. She squinted at me, and I blinked at her. She
was offering the memory matrix that controlled her grappler? Her
arm would be useless until I replaced the crystal matrix. I smiled
warmly at her. “Are you sure Flower?” She nodded and squealed and
reached out to gently stroke Vashon's cheek, her optical port
widening in worry. Vash looked at her, her own eye wide in shock.
Then she softened and said simply, “Thank you, Flower.”

With a sigh, I gently pulled out the crystal, and
with a hum, Flower's grappler fell to her side, just dangling
there. I told her, “You're very generous. I'll get you fixed in no
time.”

She squeed and swiveled her orb, so it looked like
she was shrugging. By the lords of the cosmos, I loved my
family.

I smiled at both my girls as I slid the crystal into
the diagnostic tool and went about reconfiguring it to store memory
engrams. My mind wandered to iso-pad scans. Large portions of
Vash's frontal cortex and hippocampus were replaced by the cerebral
implant. So most of her memories were stored in the framework. And
I realized her fear more intimately then. Her memories since the
implant was put in would be stored in the remains of her organic
brain, and likely backed up into the memory matrix. So what was
stored in the implant? She seemed so afraid that whoever did this
to her would damage the organic memories she has made if they need
to do extensive repairs to her brain because of this.

So whatever was stored in the implant wasn't as
important to her. False memories? She didn't want to lose her
recent memories. And I knew the way she looked at me in pain and
panic, that it was her memories of me.

She started talking as I got a probe out, reaching it
through her empty eye socket to pull out the damaged backup matrix
and replace it with the makeshift one I had programmed. “You're
amazing Fixie. It took them weeks just to try to get the damn thing
to communicate with my brain, and you're doing it in minutes.”

I looked at her expectantly, she was stalling. I
snapped the new lattice matrix in place and heard the slight hum
that went ultrasonic that indicated a crystal powering up. She was
still avoiding my question as I saw lights flickering in her good
eye as she said, “Internal stability is now at seventy-three
percent, holding stable, no degradation.”

I sighed at her, I needed to know what happened. So I
shared the thoughts I have had since Glitch had been kidnapped and
almost dissected. “What I think happened is that something
occurred, something bad that left you on death's door. The doctors
couldn't save you because there was too much brain damage.”

She looked anywhere but at me as I pulled out my
second multi-tool and reconfigured it, and started working on the
exposed servo at her hip. I continued, “Your mother is the damn
leader of Prime, and she demanded that you be saved, no matter the
cost. When the doctors refused, she went to the Director of
Sciences for Prime, Anna Germaine, and told her to ignore the
Humanities Act and save you. She did.”

“So according to the GOES, you're a machine,
not human. And like a piece of used up trollite, would see you
scrapped because the bootwaffles wouldn't really know anything
about morals or what constituted life if it bit them on their
flanterskelling asses.”

Then I challenged, “Stop me if I'm wrong.”

She closed her eye and took a deep breath. I took the
moment of distraction to yank the damaged servo motor from the
receiving socket on her hip. She hissed in pain then smiled at me
for being opportunistic in her distraction. I smiled back, and she
nodded. “You're right.”

I placed my hand on her cheek, letting her know that
it didn't matter to me. I was the one person in the galaxy who had
a unique perspective about what made someone alive. All of my
self-aware, sentient pingers reminded me every day. My friends, my
family.

She regarded me and then started to tell me the one
story in her life she hadn't shared with me yet.


Chapter 5 – Vashon

She sounded so far away as I rummaged for a properly
sized servomotor which I could graft to the hard connection points
of her hip to, to give her some locomotion. “It was five years ago.
I have the memory that my mother and I were estranged because she
didn't understand my need to be a Sky Guard ranger. She felt it was
too risky and didn't understand my drive to make a difference, not
with words, but with actions.”

Have the memory of? That was odd phrasing. It wasn't
lost on me that she shouldn't even have that memory with that
portion of her brain missing.

I looked at an old lock servo that was undersized and
would require extensive alteration to fit in her hip socket but
might do the job. Glitch squeed, interrupting Vash. I looked over,
and he rolled up to me and offered his articulated dextrous
manipulator. The hand-like adapter he could swap his grappler out
with to perform more humanlike tasks from time to time.

I blinked at him. Then looked back at Vashon who
looked surprised too. I said, “Glitchy, this is part of you.” And
it was, even though it was detached at this time, it was still part
of his whole.

He squeed and offered it again. He was so selfless,
she was his friend, and he wanted me to use one of his servos. I
glanced over at Flower with her grappler hanging limply at the side
of her orb. They were giving parts of themselves to help a friend.
I dare anyone to ever tell me that they didn't have emotions, and
in this case, self-sacrifice.

I nodded and kissed his visual orb. “You're the best
Glitchy.”

He warbled out a noise that sounded suspiciously like
an, “Aww.”

Then Vashon was holding a hand out, and Glitch
trundled over and grabbed her hand gently with his grappler. She
gave him a smile. “Thanks, buddy, you're tops in my book.”

I smiled at them then went to work removing the wrist
servo. My pad showed it to be almost an exact match to hers, though
a bit more industrial, and not medical grade, it would work.

As I removed it and prepped the connectors, my ranger
continued her story. “Many cells of Betweeners had banded together
for a raid on Gamadine. An 'all ships' was broadcast, and every Sky
Guard vessel pulled off their patrols to go to the aid of the city.
Records show I responded as well.”

Wait, the Betweener raid of the second largest
floating city on Prime? That was the most audacious and daring act
of piracy ever attempted by the people who rejected Galactic
Federation control or to abide by the laws of the Tau Ceti Prime
government. They timed it in protest of the changing of leadership
to Lady Peregrine.

I looked over at the woman who held my heart. I
remembered that the Raid of Gamadine ended with over a hundred Sky
Guard rangers dead, thirty Gama City Guards, fifteen civilians, and
three hundred and four pirates dead. It came down to the last
ranger standing. She brought her own tumbril down upon herself and
Tannon, the leader of the United Betweeners, as they were engaged
in mortal combat.

I blinked at the amazing woman laying on my workbench
as I brought the prepped servo to her. Was she THAT ranger? They
said she had died. But then my blood ran cold thinking of all the
implants and her cranial processor. Maybe she had.

She said as I slid the servo into her hip socket and
started making the hard connections and power hookups, “I'm told I
had stopped the pirates but was mortally injured. My dying body was
put into stasis and sent to New Terra.”

She's told? Records show? Didn't she remember? Was
the traumatic experience blocked out? Or were they in the replaced
brain tissue?

Vash growled out the next as her hip started flexing
in diagnostic mode when Glitch fused the power leads to the
terminals on the motor, “My mother wouldn't accept the doctor's
prognosis, that there was too much damage to repair. My body could
be, and be technically legal, but not the massive damage to my
brain.”

I reached out absently, and Blip handed me the dermal
regenerator as Vash sat up and flexed her hip on her own, testing
her range of motion. She said in a haunted voice as I healed her
flesh, “She knew... My mother knew I wouldn't want what she did.
She contacted the Director of Sciences for Prime, Anna Germaine...”
She looked at me and admitted, “Head of Covert Sciences. She tasked
her with saving me at all costs. I became a black project, no
record of me shared with even the Galactic Federation.”

She trusted me with that admission. That there were
things Prime hid from the Federation. It was a trust I vowed to
reciprocate once I knew she was going to survive. I'm sure that
just knowing that Covert Sciences existed would get me disappeared,
or worse.

My ranger swiveled on the table and slid to her feet,
standing unsteadily. I reached out to steady her, and so did
Glitch, Wrongway, and Blip. Flower squeed in sorrow she couldn't do
the same. They all loved my girl. She smiled at us all and waved us
off. “Thanks, I got this.”

We moved back, and she picked up the makeshift power
pack, the leads from it connected through her eye, and she took a
few steps. Lights flickered in her good eye as she smiled. “Only
eighty-one point three percent mobility and seventy-two point one
percent efficiency, but it'll do.”

Was it wrong that it turned me on a bit that she
could run a self-diagnostic like that even on the bastardized
system I had her cobbled together with? I just wish I knew more
about organics, or cybernetics so that I could do more. But I did
know machines and computers, and so I fixed the parts of my love
that I could.

She smiled at me then soured at my expectant look.
She exhaled. Is it wrong I marveled at her synthetic left lung
which was much more efficient than her organic right lung? What she
shared next still haunts me. “I woke up... well, sort of me. Much
like my heads-up display, everything was coming at me in data
streams. I knew that I was designated Vashon. I could pull up all
the data about myself, and I was panicking because I didn't –
feel... well, human.”

She looked at me like she was trying to explain
something she couldn't explain to herself. The heartache I saw
there broke my own heart. She straightened, but I pulled her into a
chair, there was still a lot left to do before she was stable
enough to move around, I had to do something about a portable power
pack and protecting all the leads running into her skull.

With a swallow, she shared, “I guess I killed three
techs and injured a dozen guards in my panic trying to get out of
there. I didn't know what I was, who I was. I can't tell you how
terrifying that was, but terrifying didn't compute, and that
compounded the problem until I was restrained and... switched
off.”

She got a look of resolve and shared, “One of the
projects that Doctor Germaine had been working on in Covert
Sciences was self-aware artificial intelligence.”

She looked at me in a manner that told me she knew my
secret about my pingers. My mother and I had done what Anna Germain
couldn't. I actually believe that she hadn't known until she found
out that Flower had 'woken up' after we got Glitch back home from
Anna's lab, where they were going to dissect him and try to reverse
engineer his consciousness. Vash was just waiting for me to tell
her the truth about it, and I was ready, but after she was
better.

She sighed then continued as I slapped her hands away
from the monofilament traces heading into her eye. And I started
using flexible carbon-polymer insulator wrap on them, bundling them
together. “I had been called in days before the... incident. They
developed a way to map the memory engrams of the human brain and
could even place false engrams in it.”

My eyes widened, realizing that they could take,
let's say, all of her combat knowledge and implant it in another
brain, and that person would instantly have all of her training
without having to go through the months and years it took to
acquire it. It was like... programming the human brain. Wait, that
was against the Humanities Act too.

I saw her sharp eye studying me as I processed it,
she seemed satisfied with my realization. Was she arming me with
this information to protect me from what was sure to happen once we
got her back to New Terra?

Then she shared as I fashioned a carbon polymer
cranial seal with Glitch's help as he gauged the exact dimensions
needed for a hermetic seal and trimmed off the excess from my work.
We were a well synchronized team, knowing exactly what the other
needed. “They wanted to try to use my memories to make a battle
computer AI for the Dark Fleet we have to counter the covert
Obsidian Pacification Force the Galactic Federation has hidden from
the member systems for generations.”

They had a pacification what? I felt the blood drain
from my face and a shiver go down my spine as I whispered in
realization, “Ursula Prime?” But that was a quantum fusion meltdown
that wiped out that system... right? She saw that realization in my
eyes and nodded. Oh god, the bedtime stories of the Federation's
Dark Fleet were real?

I started to seal her socket, and she pulled away a
bit. I gave her a chastising look, then a sneak attack peck on the
lips, which made her smile hugely. And in her distraction, Glitch
grabbed the back of her head with his grappler, and I pushed the
seal in. She swatted both of us away with patty-caking hands. “Ow.
You two sneaks.” I made it all better by kissing her brow above her
eye socket that looked like a black pirate's eyepatch now.

She gave me a scrunch lipped smile at that,
eyeballing me with her good eye. I crossed my eyes at her. She
chuckled, but it sounded tinny and two-toned.

Oh, crossing eyes.

I grabbed a fiber camera I used to snake into hard to
reach areas when I worked on my pingers and started jury-rigging
it.

Her voice was low and wondering, barely above a
whisper. “You don't see the monster, do you? The machine?”

Ok, that was the first time I felt like slapping the
girl I loved. I pointed at her in warning, she knew better to have
ever questioned it. I whispered in warning to her, even though
every pinger in the shop would hear, “It doesn't matter one
flanterskelling, crystal licking iota if you are flesh, or carbon
fiber, or steel. The ingredients don't make the person.”

Hell, most of my family were pingers that didn't make
them monsters or machines – they were people.

Then I had to hug her when a tear ran down the cheek
of the strongest woman I knew. She just nodded into my shoulder as
I hugged her. Then after her shaking calmed I pulled back, giving
her a seductive grin. “I'm probably the one person who's a little
turned on by your... ummm... improvements.”

She smiled, that wonder in her eye again, then it
turned wicked as she said, “You'd love the pleasure bots in the
city then.” I flicked her nose. She was being ornery, and I loved
her for it.

Vash sat back, and I eyeballed her for any other
quips, then went back to work on the camera, setting up a wireless
interface to her encoded systems core. Doctor Germain was going to
be livid that a dirter hacked her military grade encryption so
easily.

My girl's synthesized voice carried a haunted tone as
she explained, “I would have been a vegetable, or more accurately,
a mindless machine once they replaced so much of my brain. I was a
blank slate that could be programmed like any other pinger to 'act'
human. I would have been if I hadn't volunteered for that black
project earlier.”

My eyes widened as I got what she was saying.

“Anna imprinted my recorded memory engrams onto
my new memory core. I became a copy of the woman I had been with
one important difference. If she had known, I wonder if the doctor
still would have done it.”

She looked up at me and asked, “What is a
memory?”

I shrugged, mumbling, “Hold still,” As I reached up
and clipped the camera to the wrapped leads coming out of her
eyepatch. She pulled back and looked dizzy, closing her good eye
when I switched it on and said to her, “Calibrate.”

She nodded and opened her eye, I saw lights
flickering in it as she communicated with her processors, by the
lords of the cosmos it was sexy as hell she could do that. Her eye
focussed again as I saw the camera start to follow me. Good, now
she'd have depth perception.

She chuckled, “It is sort of fish-eyed. My optical
processor is compensating.”

I nodded, well it had needed a wide field of view for
what it was.

Then I answered her question as I started looking
around for something that would work better for a power pack than a
dangling power crystal in a receiver and regulator. “It is all the
information required to recall any given moment in time you see fit
to be, well... memorable I assume. The data if you will.” I wasn't
into wetware and biologicals, I was a mechanic, so I was sort of
talking out of my ass there.

She shook her head as I got Wrongway's attention,
indicating the jury-rigged mess dangling at my girl's hip with my
splayed fingers wiggling all around as I shrugged at him. He
whistled and squeed something that sounded suspiciously like “Aye
aye, Fixit,” and he trundled off, pointing in the wrong direction
to find something to make my mess a little more elegant.

We didn't know how long it would be before there was
a lull in the storm long enough that we could get a medical evac
down here for my wounded Sky Guard ranger.

I went about checking her various other wounds. Blip
had caught most of them. I ran the dermal regenerator along her
ribs, feeling with my hands. She winced, hissing out a breath. She
had a broken rib, nothing I had could deal with that. It would have
to wait.

She shook her head in wonder as she watched Dubdub go
scavenging in the piles of parts stacked all over in the bays.
“They really do love you, don't they? And they anticipate your
needs.”

I nodded, patting Glitch, and he made a low rumble,
like a purr. “And they love you too.”

Vashon took a breath, looking at the ceiling and
picked our conversation back up, “Data? No. That is only part of
it. Once I woke again. I was me again, but it felt like a dream.
Like I was disassociated with my... well with my own sense of
being. I knew who I was, where I was, but it was like you said.
Just data.”

She looked at me pleadingly as I accepted a bucket of
warm water and a sponge from Blip to start wiping her skin down,
getting all the dirt and blood off of it. By the gods she was
beautiful!

Her voice had that pleading tone I saw in her eye.
“You see, there is an important component to memory that Anna and
her team didn't anticipate. But I was living it as I remembered
everything, all at the same time. All the data was there as you
said, but the most important component to memories are the emotions
tied to them. The emotions are what make the memories mean
anything. To make them – real.”

She shrugged. “That's what caused the rift between
Lady Peregrine and me. Sure, the fact they turned me into this –
thing – against my wishes was bad enough, but imagine looking at
someone and remembering she is your mother, but having no emotion
associated with it. It was like watching a video of a memory. You
could see it but not feel it.”

After a long exhale, she tried explaining though I
was grasping it and it was horrifying to think of what it had been
like for her. “My mother may as well have been the character in a
book I was reading. So all the 'real' memories I had were the ones
with emotions since I was awakened. My new memories had all the
emotion and terror and rage at the feeling of not being human. So
that is all I have to associate with my mother and Doctor
Germaine.”

I glanced back when I heard Wrongway returning with a
triumphant squeal. I smiled hugely at the leather shoulder pack he
had in his grappler. It had been my mother's. Part of her flight
gear I used as my own now. I praised him. “Perfect Double Dub.
You're the man!”

I accepted it from him as he squeed an, “Awww.”

I started wrapping my cobbled together mess in carbon
polymer so I could slip it in the pack without it all shorting and
setting my girl on fire. Pausing to fashion a redundant power and
memory crystal receiver onto the mess. She watched me work in
fascination.

Vash shared, “We realized that my new memories had
the proper emotional reciprocal, and the raw data was backed up in
my new processor without it on the fly. Anna shared that emotional
responses are stored in a different part of the brain, and must be
associated with the engrams in a way they didn't understand yet.
She promised that she would figure out how to reunite the emotions
with my memories. She failed. My mother is a stranger to me, and
the only good memories I have now are with you. And I don't want to
lose them.”

Flower turned to Glitch and spoke in the new audible
binary they have developed the warbling high and low tones. I
smiled when he sped off up the stairs to my office to retrieve some
clothes for my tantalizingly exposed woman.

I looked at her then closed my eyes firmly as I
admitted in a hoarse, whispering voice, “Because she doesn't
understand how AI consciousness works... I do. Maybe I can help
reunite the two pieces to make you whole again. But it will take
some time for me to learn your systems.”

She looked almost ready to cry, hope on her face, but
I saw no surprise in her expression.

She rolled her good eye at my scrutiny and prompted
like she knew what I was thinking, “Of course I knew Fixie. What
kind of coincidence makes every pinger in Agri grid A1 attain
self-awareness? The odds are precisely...” Light flickered in her
eye as she finished, “Ninety-two trillion, five hundred million,
two hundred and three to one that it was random.”

I wanted to take her right there in the repair bay,
it was so flanterslkelling arousing that she could calculate that
in her head, I mean, just how hot was that!? I could only get
roughly into the ninety trillion range with my lame organic
brain.

Glitch joined us with a set of coveralls, a shirt,
and a piece of trollite. I asked as I handed the clothing to my
girlfriend and stuffed the cobbled power core into the shoulder
pack, “What's the trollite for Glitchy?” He looked at the burned
out crystal with his ocular port as sparks drizzled out of the
connection between his mobility platform and his orb-shaped
body.

Then the aperture in his eye widened as he slapped
his forehead with his grappler, then took the crystal back from me
and shot back up the stairs with a long squee. The poor Glitchy
guy, I wonder what he thought he had brought me.

By the time Vashon was dressed, we found out he had
meant to bring my mother's work boots. I smiled at the old leather.
I would have worn them, but mom had bigger feet than me... so did
my girl.

Vash patted his grappler as she accepted them and
slid them on. “Thanks, buddy.” Then she stood tall. Looking like
some sexy super soldier from the ancient databases.

She stepped up to me. Her eye uncertain and pleading
again, as her straight ebony hair slipped down her back, shining in
the artificial lights of the shop. I looked at her in wonder.
“You're so beautiful, Vash.” Then added as I felt a blush burning
my cheeks, “I love you.”

Another tear slipped down the warrior's cheek as she
whispered, “I love you too, Vega.” She leaned tentatively down, and
I raised my chin to meet her. She gave me a long, whisper gentle
kiss that conveyed so much to me.

Fuck! I didn't want to cry.

Then she was all business as she took a half step
back to look me over. “Now, let's look at your own injuries,
Fixit.”

I shook my head and grabbed her arm and gleeped when
she didn't budge when I tried to drag her to the stairs. She was so
strong, even after taking so much damage. I may have smiled a
little as I felt her bicep muscle when I reprimanded, “No, first
thing is getting you to bed, getting fluids in you to replace the
blood loss – then my pingers will see to me.”

She chuckled, “Are you copping a feel of my muscles?”
Then inclined her head and asked as I blushed at being caught, “Is
that an order?”

I nodded. “Yes, it is.”

She saluted me, giving me a hungry look that set
certain parts of me humming and warming up. “Yes, ma'am.” Then she
let me lead her up to my cot. I lived in my office more than the
storage containers on the other side of the compound that had been
converted into living quarters for us dirters maintaining the
grid.

She let me tuck her in, and I just sat in my office
chair watching her go to sleep almost immediately as my pingers
healed my cuts and looked at my various bumps and bruises while I
worried about what was going to happen when Doctor Germaine learned
about what happened down here.

But whatever happened, I'd be by Vash's side
throughout it.

I must have been more exhausted than I thought since
I don't even remember when I dozed off as I listened to the storm
that raged around us and felt the tremors of the planet as the
tectonic plates shifted.


Chapter 6 – Betweeners

The next few weeks were interesting indeed. The
storms and quakes continued to increase in intensity, even with the
photonic shield, much of the storms still got through. We had a
scare at one point when one of my makeshift capacitance relays
failed on Vashon's power relay pack.

We were damn glad that I had thought to build
redundant systems. And she was burning power like it was going out
of style. She had depleted a full lattice matrix in a power supply
crystal to trollite, and I had to replace it with the last full one
we had.

I knew we'd be switching out the partially burned
crystals I had in reserve for the shop. But by my calculations,
even if the storms didn't let up enough for communications and for
a medical evac tumbril to get to us, we'd be ok. This perihelion
was one for the record books.

I was amazed that her original power source for her
implants had been organic in nature mostly. So basically, her just
being alive had powered most of her systems, and an ingenious array
of sub-dermal collectors harvested energy from the radiation in our
environment, and from our sun, and the plethora of radio waves in a
modern intergalactic society. Unfortunately, those systems were all
down, it was only her backups that kept her functional while I had
done my initial repairs that weren't anything close to
efficient.

One interesting thing I learned spending so many days
and nights with her, was that portions of Vashon's prefrontal
cortex had been damaged before she was sent to Doctor Germaine, the
portion that governs impulse control.

She has a habit of following through on many urges
she gets. Like kissing a complete stranger in the excitement of
battle. And I'm sooo glad she was affected that way otherwise I
wouldn't be with her today. Anytime she gets the impulse to kiss
me, my lips are right here ready for the sacrifice, repeatedly if I
must. I mean, have you seen her? Damn.

I had to make a run out to the Boneyard with Glitch
to source a new relay to repair the redundant system on her power
pack. Our fields were still taking a pounding, but they were in
better shape than I had thought when Turk escorted us... just in
case. He was just as overprotective as the rest of my pingers.

I was also able to salvage a memory module for
Flower's grappler controller while we were in the boneyard. It
wouldn't be ideal, not being an original part of her that contained
a small portion of her self-awareness, but it would give her arm
mobility until we could retrieve hers from Vash once New Terra
fixed her.

Once my girls were patched up, we returned to the
routine we slipped into the past few weeks. Us hand cranking the
communications system and sending out our request for evac every
six hours. We doubted we were getting through, and never received
anything.

We had to lock the office door after my Sky Guard
ranger had regained her strength, after Flower accidentally caught
us, ummm... well... what would you do with a sexy, intelligent
woman while you were basically trapped in a Quonset hut for two
months?

It was when Blip was escorting me to the living
quarters across the compound for me to pick up some clean blankets
and some extra food supplies, that we got our biggest scare. It was
only a week and a half until the pass was over and there was a lull
in the continuous storms, but still too much ionization in the
atmosphere for communications.

As we came out of my quarters in an old storage
container, Blip pushed me back into the door, I tripped over the
cart of supplies he was pulling, and he backed in and peeked out
the door. I got to my feet. “Just what was that all...”

He made a low hissing sound then an almost inaudible
squee. I moved to the door and peeked out the crack down the row of
converted storage containers meant for the other dirters who used
to maintain the Agri-Grid with me until New Terra saw fit to bring
them all topside to leave me alone to maintain it all with the help
of my pingers. I don't even remember how many years it has been
now.

I whispered, “What is it?”

He pointed with his grappler, and my blood ran cold
when I saw a bright red painted, space rated tumbril land at the
last container and three men come running out to bust open the
door.

Betweeners! The pirates were taking advantage of the
lull in the storm to raid the Agri-Grids that they thought were
unmanned during the Perihelion Pass. Blippy was shaking in fear,
his connectors rattling. He backed into the cart and fell over with
an audible, “Blip!”

I helped him back upright, “It's gonna be ok buddy.
Just let me think.”

He nodded, squeed quietly, and then froze for a
moment, indicating to me that he was using the new communications
system my pingers had been developing between each other. Oh, if
they could get Turk over here, he would scare them off. He's a
monstrously huge guy.

We watched as they worked their way down the row,
taking everything and running it into their tumbril. I pushed Blip
behind me when they got to my door. I reconfigured my multi-tool to
the biggest spanner it could form, and I got ready to protect
Blip.

The door was kicked in, and a woman in loose-fitting
armor looked surprised to see us as a bigger man stepped beside
her. “Well lookie what we have here Clint. The dirters were all
supposed to be topside.” Blip was almost shaking himself apart as
the woman raised a blaster and said, “Sorry darlin', ain't nothing
personal, but we can't have any witnesses.”

I steeled myself for the shot, but a whir-thack
sounded out, and the man's head burst into a spray of red mist. The
woman was shocked, and I took my opening, flinging the spanner at
her with both hands. It whupped through the air and struck her in
the head at the same time I heard two whir-thacks, and her chest
almost exploded as she fell, dead.

I heard a familiar voice shouting over the sound of
the wind and rain outside, “Sky Guard! Stop where you are,
surrender now and you will... shit!”

I heard a blaster on full auto, and the tumbril
powering up. Then rapid fire whir-thacks. A man screamed, and then
I heard the thunking of metal and the cracking of plasti-glass. The
tumbril's engines coughed, and I heard the crunching of a
collision.

I ran past the bodies at my door, into the storm, to
see my girl standing like some sort of Valkyrie from legends, lit
up by a flash of lightning in the sky. She was holding the big auto
riveter I used to mate sheets of titanium and carbon fiber. She had
used it like a gun.

A man was writhing on the ground, missing a leg.

I glanced over then looked away from the tumbril when
I saw she had shot the engines, and through the plasti-glass
windscreen through the head of the pilot. She looked at me almost
frantically, “You ok, Fixie? Glitch said there were
Betweeners.”

I nodded. “I'm fine. Are you ok?”

She smiled, and I think winked... it was hard to tell
with her having only one eye and all. She moved over to the man on
the ground that Glitch was rolling up to, holding a pipe.

With practiced ease, she first lashed his hands with
rope, then used more rope to tie a tourniquet on the stump of his
leg. She said to him as she wiped her long black hair out of her
face, “We need to cauterize the wound, or you're going to bleed out
before we can bring you in. Understand?”

The hate and fear on his face gave way to acceptance,
and he nodded once. She pinned him to the muddy ground and said,
“Glitch?”

He gave a reluctant squee, the fired up the torch on
his grappler, he squeed in concern at the man who snapped, “Just do
it you stupid machine.”

I had to close my eyes and cover my ears to block out
the agonized screams. Then it was silent, except for the sounds of
the storm when he passed out.

A moment later Vash was holding me. I just grabbed
onto her and held her desperately for a moment. She pulled me to
arm's length, looking me up and down, making sure I was unharmed.
Then she looked at the tumbril. “Well, that's toast, not going
anywhere soon. Neither are they.”

I didn't want to look as she started dragging the
bodies to another container, saying, “Glitch watch that man while I
get the bodies moved. Vega, get back in the shop. You don't need to
be seeing this.”

I had nodded and numbly went back to the repair bay.
My mechanized family fussed over me while Blip and Glitch helped
Vash. I hadn't been that scared since the day Betweeners boarded
the Albatross the day I met my ranger.

The man was locked into another container, with
anything that could be used as a weapon removed from the quarters.
He'd have shelter and food and water until the Sky Guard could
retrieve him in a few days. Turk insisted on sitting out in the
rain to guard him, the silly pinger was just as overprotective of
me as the rest of my pinger family.

When Vash joined me in bed that night, she said,
“Well this day didn't exactly go as we would have wanted.”

I just shook my head, then she just held me all night
without a word until I fell asleep in her arms.

 


The next morning, I was at my workbench again while
Vash worked out. She was trying to stay in shape during her
convalescence. She came over in one of my shirts that was too too
tight for her and exposing her midriff as she blotted sweat from
her skin after a ten mile run in circles around the cavernous
repair bay.

She kissed the top of my head as I tried not to get
aroused at my girl, glistening with sweat, her long black hair
hanging down in front of me like a curtain, tickling my cheek. “Any
luck, Vega?”

I nodded absently as I inhaled her scent deeply.
Fine, I may have been addicted to my girlfriend. “I've developed a
distributed cluster framework that should be able to cross connect
engrams from various lobes in your pretty little head.”

Then I exhaled in exasperation, “But, I'm not into
this biological wetware. I don't know how to identify which
emotional engrams go with which memory engram. That's where the
experts like Doctor Germain need to get involved... if it is
possible at all.”

I deflated and admitted, “It is so much easier waking
up my pingers. They start with a blank slate, so the system just
evolves on its own, making its own connections.”

She smiled so warmly at me as she moved beside me to
look at the delicate work I was doing. I was normally a brute force
kind of engineer and this molecular level stuff was exhausting for
me. “You really know how to make a girl feel sexy, Fixie.
Biological wetware?”

I was feeling sassy, so I grinned up at her. “I can
think of some pleasant biological wetware experimentation we
can...”

Glitch rolled his ocular port and made an oscillating
sighing sound, he was so done with our sexual innuendo every chance
we got. We chuckled as Flower rolled past, bumping him and
chastising. I swear her whistling squee sounded like, “I think it's
sweet.”

I mouthed, “Love you!” to Flower, who somehow looked
smug as she rolled toward the outer doors to go check on her flower
bed that she and the boys had painstakingly protected through the
PP.

That's when the com started ringing. It took us both
a moment to register what the sound was, then I was running to the
office, the others trailing behind. I pushed the junk that had
gathered in front of the screen onto the floor in a clatter, and I
just stared at the old-fashioned handset.

Vash's lower power transmitter couldn't get through
the ionization in the atmosphere, just like my iso-pads. But this
old-school communicator was physically tied into the dish array
that the Agri-Grids and the mining and atmospheric processing plant
shared.

The old bell rang again, and I reached for the
handset at Vashon's encouragement, and she stood at my
shoulder.

I asked, “Hello?”

A hissing and crackling of static assaulted me, and I
pulled the earpiece away from my ear. I could hear a faint voice.
The flanterskelling ionization was almost too much for the high
gain dishes dirtside. During the full force of the storms, there
was no way even they could get through.

The voice repeated. “Agri - - A1, this - - New Terra
Actual. Answer - - stupid dirter. Again, this - - New - - Actual. I
have - - Peregrine on the - - for Captain Vashon Peregradopolis. -
- respond - - - dirter.”

I rolled my eyes, knowing Vash could hear clearly
what the man was saying. I told her, “I know this crystal licking
bootwaffle. He's a bigoted, self-serving ass.”

She smirked and nodded. “That's Commander Hannity,
he's always got his nose buried so far up... my mother's ass.”

I said again into the mouthpiece, “Hello, this is
Agri-grid A1.”

This time a woman's voice came through the static and
I swallowed, everyone knew the dulcet confident tone of Lady
Peregrine's voice. “Agri-grid - - please respond if - - receiving
this.”

Was there a hint of worry in her tone?

I looked at the earpiece then the remembered. Oh
yeah. I grabbed a brass lever on the panel and pulled. I could hear
the dynamo inside start to spin up as I pulled the dust cover off
the monitor. We could see the ghosting image in static of a woman
leaning over an Old Earth weasel... I mean Commander Hannity. I
grinned that I had a name for the crystal licker now.

I tried again. “This is Agri-grid A1. We are
receiving you. This is Vega Hasher.”

The signal seemed a bit stronger as Vashon moved over
to keep cranking the dynamo up to give it a little more kick. Lady
Peregrine replied almost instantly as her shadow moved closer on
the static-filled screen, “Fixit? Oh, thank god. We've - - so
worried up - - since Vashon called in that - - tumbril had gone
down. And that she - - staying dirtside for Perihelion.”

My heart clenched in my chest as the worry the leader
of the Tau Ceti Prime system had in her voice. She added, “Is - -
ok?”

I held the earpiece toward Vash in offer but she
shook her head almost desperately. Was that shame on her face? She
was ashamed she was injured? Then I got it, she didn't want anyone
seeing her like this. Where the connection may be nothing but
static trollite down here, it may be clear up there. That's why she
was staying out of the camera's view.

I sighed at her then put the earpiece back to my ear
and said, “Vashon suffered an accident at the beginning of the
Perihelion Pass. She sustained massive injuries but is stable
now.”

Lady Peregrine was all business suddenly. “Ok, Vega,
- - tight. The storms in your - - are dying down and we can get - -
emergency medical evac down there ASAP!”

I blurted out as Vashon's eye went wide. “No!”

Then quickly followed up in a calmer tone, “Lady
Peregrine, I believe it would be wise if only Doctor Anna
Germaine's team perform the evac.” I stressed the doctor's
name.

A silent pause followed as that sunk in for Vashon's
mother. Then she responded carefully, “Understood. Doctor - - and
her team will be there ASAP.”

I exhaled in relief then added, “We had a bit of
Betweener trouble yesterday. We'll also need the Sky Guard to come
collect a prisoner who will need medical assistance and the bodies
of three others brought to reclamation.”

After another hesitation, she asked, “Are you and
your... friends alright?” I smiled at that. She and Germaine's team
were the only ones besides Vash and me who knew my pingers were
alive – self-aware. I knew part of her asking was a genuine
concern, but I also knew that she tried hard to be nice to me to
gain her daughter's favor. And it worked to an extent. The two were
talking now at least.

I smiled at my girl, then said, “We're all fine.” I
took the chance to be opportunistic since parts were like pure
platinum and gold down here and the floating cities were stingy.
“But we'll need to requisition a crapload of parts to get them all
running optimally.”

She chuckled out, “Of course Fixit. You sure - -
don't want a career - - politics? You're devious enough.”

I chuckled back, “No ma'am, then who would keep you
in your supply of strawberries?”

Vash smiled at that. Strawberries were her mother's
guilty pleasure. I had almost been killed for them the day I met my
ebony haired ranger.

The woman chuckled and said, “I see more and more
every day - - Vashon chose you, Vega. Hold tight and - - have
tumbrils at your doorstep.”

I almost signed off but remembered. “Umm... remind
the pilots to come in low, below the photonic shields unless they
want to be in need of emergency evac themselves.”

She responded with good humor, “I'll be sure to
remind them. - - Peregrine out.”

I smiled and said, “Agri-grid A1 out.”

I turned to my girl as she stopped cranking. “You're
mom's coming to drive you home, love. You best get ready.”

She smiled at me and moved in seductively, draping
her arms over my shoulders as she said, “It'll take them time to
mobilize then do a deorbit and do a descent burn before they get
here in oh, fifty minutes and thirteen point seven seconds, give or
take.

By the lords of the cosmos, she knew calculating like
that turned me on. Glitch and Blip trundled off quickly squeeing
and warbling what sounded suspiciously like, “For the love of God,”
as my Sky Guard ranger showed me what she could do in fifty minutes
and thirteen seconds, right there on my office floor.


Chapter 7 – Evac

I was floating in the clouds when the next call came
in over my iso-pad this time. Vash was collecting my research into
rejoining her emotion with her old memories onto a storage crystal
at the time.

I turned to her after I signed off and said, “Doctor
Germaine's transport and a Sky Guard escort tumbril will be landing
by the habitation modules in five. To evac us and take the
Betweener and his fallen comrades.”

She wiggled her eyebrows at me and smiled as we moved
own to the exit on the repair bay level, Glitch, Flower, Blip, and
Wrongway following behind to see us off. I was complaining to them
as we stepped out into the diminishing storm, keeping an eye on the
light display of the rest of the storm being attenuated by the
photonic shield, “Really guys, it'll be just fine. I'll be back in
two weeks when the floating cities complete their descent into the
gravity wakes in the lower atmosphere.”

They were acting like we were going to be away
indefinitely. I had to remind them, “Who'll keep you guys and our
harvesting pingers in tip top shape if I don't come back before we
have to re-plant after the Perihelion Pass is over?”

I knew they were going to miss me, and I was going to
miss them too. I got a sly smile on my face as I asked innocently,
“Unless of course, you want to visit New Terra with us?”

All of the irises in their optical ports widened, and
Glitch squealed in alarm, remembering his last visit there. They
were all shaking their heads almost violently. I grinned, “I
thought not.” I won't share what they said to me using their new
binary language when they realized I was teasing them. Suffice it
to say that Vash is wearing off on them.

We reached the modules just as the huge transport and
the Sky Guard tumbril touched down. The sky guard were out first,
five armed men and women jogged our way. They straightened when
they saw Vashon and saluted. She pointed. “The Betweener bodies are
in unit A, a prisoner in unit B in need of medical assistance.”

They saluted and took off at a jog again. When they
started entering the storage units, that's when the transport's
huge bay door finally lowered to become a ramp. Men and women
dressed in riot gear like the Sky Guard but armed with more
advanced looking weaponry and gear flowed out, followed by a
concerned looking Anna Germaine and three techs.

She didn't even bother with niceties. Her scanner was
already moving down Vashon's body as she reached us. She glanced at
me and hissed out, “What have you done to her systems? You've
butchered up almost everything...”

Vashon pushed her scanner away. “Yes, it is good to
see you too Doc. What's that? How am I? Well, I'd be dead right now
if Vega hadn't hacked your systems and kept my implants
operational. Thank you for asking.”

The Director of Sciences looked at her a moment, the
inclined her head. “Of course. Systems diagnostics?” Now I finally
understood the way Doctor Germaine had treated her on New Terra
when I was there last. She had started with scanning her then too
when she met up with us. As much as I wanted to like the woman, she
didn't see Vashon as human. She was an experiment to her. She
worried about her research done with her more than the person it
was keeping alive.

I tried to keep the sour look off my face as the
woman raised her paddle again and scanned my girl. She was
muttering, “How is this even functional? This wouldn't... she
hacked the core processor? Impossible... and this harness...”

She looked up and smiled at Vash. “It is a miracle
you kept your core operational. Don't worry. We'll have you fixed
up and ready to present to Lady Peregrine in record time. There
have been some advancements since your retrofit.”

Vash held up the memory crystal and said like she
wasn't being treated like a favorite toy, “Fixit thinks it's
possible to rejoin the emotional engrams with my... prior... memory
engrams. We just need the original brain scans you took from me,
not just from my memory regions.”

Anna blinked at her and stared at the crystal, then
at me. Her eyes narrowed in suspicion. Whether it was because she
had tried and failed in the past, or that she still suspected I was
the one giving my pingers sentience.

She plugged the crystal into her isopad and flipped
through my notes, her eyes widening. “So by creating a distributed
learning node system instead of a central cluster... this is beyond
the AI we're currently implementing in...”

She pulled the crystal and pocketed it almost
greedily as she licked her lips in anticipation. Then she said,
“Come along Vashon. We need to get you to New Terra before this
bastardized kludge of a power harness fails.”

We started to follow her until the armed guards moved
between Vashon and me, blocking my way to the transport. Their
weapons pointing at me all powered up with a whine.

With roaring squees of challenge, all my pingers were
in their faces, electric welders sparking in their grapplers or
plasma cutting torches. A deafening horn blast sounded from Turk
who started rolling over, calling the other harvesters out of the
repair bay.

Glitch was actually growling, and the guards looked
stunned and afraid that pingers were threatening them. I thought o
myself, “That's right you crystal licking bootwaffles, my family
doesn't have Asimov inhibitor chips. They can hurt you or
worse.”

Vashon was there sliding between them and me,
yelling, “Stand down!” They moved their guns from her and toward my
family. Anna called out, “Go ahead, stand down.”

One woman said as she aimed at Flower while squinting
her eyes at the plasma torch that was close enough to her face that
beads of sweat were rolling down her face, “But ma'am... the
pingers... they're attacking. That's not possible.”

Anna Germaine looked past them to me, then she
smiled. She looked entertained as she made a lowering motion with
her hand, “It's ok. Stand down. Fixit's pingers and me are old
friends.”

Glitch shuddered at that.

After they lowered their weapons, Flower pivoted her
orb toward me and squeed out a two-tone inquiry that sounded sort
of like, “Fixit?” I nodded, and she lowered her torch, the other
pingers following her lead.

The Director of Sciences said, “Sorry about that, but
we knew you'd insist on coming, thus the armed escort. But we can't
let you see our work up there. You shouldn't even know about
Vashon. But I guess there's no getting around that now. Lady
Peregrine seems to feel she is in your debt.”

I blinked at that and Vashon prompted, “And you never
thought to just ask?” Then her eye widened. “No. You just wanted to
see how Vega's pingers would react.” She raised her voice, letting
her anger show. “How the fuck do you think they'd react to a family
member having guns shoved in her face?”

Germaine just shrugged and smiled. “Can't blame a
girl for curiosity.” Then she got serious. “But she can't go to the
bio lab with you.”

I was frustrated, but I understood. These were the
black labs they hid from the Galactic Federation, the labs where
they had saved Vash the first time. I'm sure I'd become a liability
if I were to know the location, and I'd have some sort of
unfortunate accident.

Vash looked at me, and I exhaled loudly, “It's ok
love. I have work to do down here in preparation for the Pass to be
over. Call me when you're ok?”

She nodded and then gave me a heated kiss that had
Anna looking a little confused like maybe Vash was more human than
she believed. Just wait until she tried powering her down like she
had before, I left a little gift in the code for her. Then they
headed into the transport. At the last second I yelled out, “And I
want my original multi-tool back. Your stupid lockouts almost cost
Vashon her life!”

Anna stared at me as the ramp raised, and gave me a
single nod just before it shut. Good. I may be a hack that could
cobble junk together to make some amazing things, but that didn't
mean she could steal from me.

Now she was stealing my girl. At least I would be
seeing her soon. After the End of Pass, worst case scenario.

I moved back as the Sky Guards returned with the
bodies and the prisoner and I pulled back even farther with my
pingers as they prepped for launch.

The engines kicked up a spray of muddy water, and I
could see Vash in one of the transport windows watching me and
pressing her hand against it, fingers splayed. My heart melted, and
I held a hand up to her, fingers splayed. Then with a thrum, the
two vehicles skimmed the ground until they were clear of the
Agri-Grid and the photon shield.

Then in a flash of lightning that illuminated their
hulls before they kicked in their main plasma drives to break
atmosphere, they were gone.

I sighed and exhaled, whispering, “See you soon
love.” Then I turned back to my pingers who were looking skyward,
making sad sounds. I held my hands out, and Flower took one, Glitch
the other.

I looked at my family, my protectors and asked,
“Shall we go home?” With squees of agreement we walked back to the
repair bay, hand in hand.

I couldn't wait until my girl called, I missed her
already.

The End
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Chapter 1 – Cheater

“Hey!” I blurted when I noticed Flower sneaking
another card as I stared idly out the windows of the huge Quonset
hut repair bay of pinger maintenance in Agri-Grid A1 here on Tau
Ceti Prime. I had been watching the dim auroras play across the
green and blue sky, the last remnants of ionization in the
atmosphere from the superstorms of the Perihelion Pass. And we
hadn't felt an earth tremor in days.

I pointed an accusing finger at the innocent looking
pinger, her orb-shaped body tilted to the side as her ocular port
iris widened to accentuate that faux innocence. “You little
cheater!” So that's how she always seemed to get a disproportionate
number of full moons in the game!

She squeed out a two-toned response which sounded
suspiciously like, “Full moon,” as she ignored my accusation and
laid down her eight cards in front of me.

I sputtered out, “I saw you stealing a card this
time, stinker!”

She rolled her orb to mime shrugging her shoulder
while my other pingers who were already eliminated from the game
all warbled in what I knew to be laughter at my expense. Well, of
course, they took her side, all the silly boys had crushes on her.
I poked her right below her ocular port and said, “You, Flower, are
no lady. Now I know why you are undefeated in Eights.”

She squeed in an oscillating high, and low pitch, the
audible binary language my pingers have developed to communicate
with me audibly. Over the months since they started using it, I've
found I don't need to count the highs and lows much anymore to
understand what they are saying. It's just like learning any other
new language.

I sighed at the cheat-bot and replied as she turned
her orb down bashfully. Yeah, I know, she was playing me, but she's
just so flanterskelling cute. I droned out, “Love you too, Flower.”
Then I leaned forward and kissed her right on the ocular port and
confiscated her cards. “No more Eights for you.”

She squeed out a disappointed but somehow smug,
“Aaaawww.”

Then I looked around at the boys with an accusing
smirk. “Don't look so innocent guys. You could have warned me.”

Glitch was warbling in what sounded like a giggle.
The little bootwaffle. I smiled at him as I put the cards back in
their box. It was an actual pressed paper box, like the cards,
which were of thick pressed paper too. They were positively
antique. Any bio-matter on Prime was used to mix into the soil here
dirtside to enrich the carbon content of it in the farms and to
fertilize the crops.

These weren't made of the silicate-based
cerama-plastics that have been required to be used in place of
bio-products the past few hundred years here on Prime. They were my
mom's cards, contraband, and I never did learn where she got them
before she passed.

I eyed Flower's makeshift memory matrix assembly I
had cobbled together from matrix crystals from a couple of the
broken maintenance isopads from around the repair bay. It wasn't
pretty, but it allowed her to use her grappler... to cheat at cards
among other things after she sacrificed her own grappler memory
matrix control crystal to help save my girlfriend's life.

I absently looked up at the ceiling imagining the
cities that were in high orbit of Prime at the moment. I still
didn't know how my sexy Sky Guard ranger was doing. In the past two
weeks, I was only able to contact New Terra once between breaks in
the monster storms of the perihelion, and it was spotty
communications with the high amount of ionization in the
atmosphere.

It was Lady Peregrine herself who responded when I
used the old hand-cranked communication station that was hooked
into the huge satellite transceiver arrays at the terraforming
station. From what I could piece together from the fragments of the
transmission that got through, was that Vashon was stabilized and
the 'doctors' were working on 'healing' her injuries.

I understood the need for her basically speaking in
code like that, stressing those words. It was after my girl had
saved Glitch and me in one of the monster storms and she was
seriously injured, that I learned of all the secrets she has kept
from me, even though I had pretty much sussed it all out on my own
by then.

She had been the ranger who had stopped the Gamadine
raid but had suffered so many injuries in her sacrifice, from
calling her tumbril down onto her and a renegade Betweener captain,
Horatio Tanner.

She should have died from her wounds, but one secret
that Captain Vashon Peregradopolis of the Sky Guard had, was that
Lady Peregrine, ruler of Prime, was her mother. And the woman told
the doctors to save her daughter no matter the cost.

She was told that with implants, they could save her
body, and it would even be technically legal with thirty-three
percent organic replacement, just below the hard limit of
thirty-five percent for high hazard, non-military individuals. As
the Sky Guard is a civilian peacekeeping force and not military,
they could justify it under the 4078 Humanities Act.

The problem was the catastrophic brain damage Vash
had suffered.

There was a hard limit the Galactic Office of Ethical
Standards had as to what made someone human or simply property that
needed to be recycled when it came to brain tissue replacement with
cybernetic implants. Thirty percent. That is what they determined
in all their wisdom, as to what constituted the line between a
person and a machine.

The crystal licking bootwaffles don't have a clue as
to what constitutes life and sentience. My pingers are proof of
that. They live, they laugh, they love. If that isn't life, then I
don't know what is. I dare anyone to spend five minutes with my
family, and tell me they aren't alive and self-aware.

Over half of Vashon's brain had been damaged in the
battle; fifty-three percent to be exact. So the doctors could not
operate, or they would be imprisoned for life or put to death if
they did, depending on how the GOES representative here on Prime
was feeling that day.

So Lady Peregrin turned to the Director of Sciences
for Prime, Anna Germaine. Doctor Germaine was also the head of
Covert Sciences, a group kept secret from even the Galactic
Federation.

Doctor Germaine agreed, and she was able to replace
the damaged portions of Vashon's brain. And because of another
black project they were experimenting with which Vash had been
assisting them with, they had a complete synaptic scan of her
brain, and they were able to imprint it on the cybernetic
implant.

This had saved Vashon's life, but an unintended
consequence of the process was that all of my girl's old memories
have no emotional component as the associations between each memory
and the emotional reciprocal in another portion of her organic
brain is not there. So every memory she has from before the
operation is just raw data to her. She feels like she is just
watching the memory or reading about it rather than experiencing
it.

Her newer memories are all stored in her organic
brain and have their emotional counterpart, so she views them as
her real memories. The whole thing would be maddening to me. While
stabilizing Vash here dirtside and hacking her systems and cobbling
together makeshift power harnesses and control systems, I think I
devised a plan to reunite her old memories and emotions. If anyone
can make my concept work, it is Anna Germaine.

If anyone ever found out the extent of my girl's
implants, the GOES would force an Asimov inhibitor chip on her, and
view her simply as a pinger that needs to be controlled or put
down.

Thus the need for Lady Peregrine to not openly
transmit any information about her injuries on the airwaves. I
appreciated what little she did share, as it had taken a huge
weight off my shoulders. I was so in love with my Sky Guard ranger
that my chest physically hurt with fear and worry for her after she
left between lulls in the storms to go to Germaine's covert labs to
be repaired.

And now that the PP, which had lasted a few days
longer than anticipated, had now passed, normal communications
should be restored to the floating cities when the ionization of
the atmosphere settles down. I was almost giddy with
excitement.

The great cities would start their descent back into
the atmosphere in the next few days, riding the gravity wakes in
the atmosphere, where there is an equilibrium between the gravitic
up-currents and the static gravity well of the planet, to allow the
cities to float above the surface in the sky. It is a phenomenon
that is unique to Prime.

Then I could fly the Albatross, my open air tumbril,
up to visit my girl as she recovers before I have to clear away the
destruction the storms left in my Agri-Grid and replant the crops
that will keep all the people in the Tau Ceti system from starving
to death.

I looked at the boys who were congratulating Flower
on her win, the scamps. Glitch looked over at me, his orb-shaped
body swiveling on his mobility platform, sparks drizzling from
below; I really needed to fix that for him, and he gave a shrug,
and if the silly guy had a mouth I know he'd be smiling sheepishly.
Not even he, my oldest friend, was immune to Flower's charms.

Now I owed her another... flower. Her orb was painted
in a forest of vines and colorful flowers now, instead of the
safety yellow that all my other maintenance pingers were covered
in. Hey, I've been really bored the last two weeks, so sue me.

I told them, “I'm going to see if I can't get some
more gain out of the com system. We should have been able to
contact New Terra already, the ionization isn't half as bad as the
last contact.” I saw Flower watching me. I'm sure she would be
cocking an amused brow if she had one. I defended, “What? I miss
her.”

They all giggled. I wasn't that bad. It was like
living with a bunch of twelve-year-olds, I swear to the gods of the
cosmos. And... I loved them all.

I prompted Glitchy, “Do me a favor? The scanners show
the last storm system is hundreds of klicks out, we're in the
clear, and we can shut down the photonic shields over our grid now.
Can you take Blip and Wrongway out to do that and salvage any
partially used backup crystals from the projectors for use in the
shop?”

He saluted and his body rotated up and down, his nod,
and his four toned whistling squee sounded like an, “Aye aye,
Fixit.”

I gave him a quick grin, and he trundled over to the
boys, who looked excited to be doing something other than just
sitting around waiting for the Pass to end.

I headed upstairs while Flower followed them to the
door, I knew she was heading just outside the door to the little
flower bed she had been tending and protecting from the small
percentage of the raging storms that made it through the photonic
shields and rocked the very world around us for weeks. She is
fascinated with all living things and dotes on her flowers.

The irrational part of my mind had been postulating
that the photonic shields over the Agri-Grids were causing some
sort of harmonic dissonance in the ionosphere and having a
cumulative effect over time, and that's why we haven't been able to
make contact with New Terra yet.

I know, impossible. It was just wishful thinking. I
just needed to be patient and let the ionization from the storms
dissipate naturally. I stepped into my office and looked around and
sighed. About a dozen Crop Hatches were trying to nest in my cot
again. Those silly Fluffers weren't even scared of me anymore so
didn't fly off in an explosion of feathers to the rafters like they
used to.

The flying rodents are one of the three mammalian
life forms on Tau Ceti Prime. Apparently, they are like a cross
between a sparrow and a squirrel from Old Earth. And they get into
everything here. They are about the only thing native to this
planet that isn't out to kill us.

I tolerate them because they kept all of the various
insects of Prime at bay around my crops, and keep the creeping
fungus away from the fruits since the fuzzy little critters find
the fungus a delicacy. Well, that and they are so flanterskelling
cute.

They are the only animal life besides insects here on
Prime that can fly. It keeps them out of the Cath Saber and doglike
Magna Lupus' jaws.

All of the Fluffers that were stuck here in Agri-Grid
A1 with us inside the sonic fence, now that we put a lid of
coherent photons over it, have started migrating into the shop for
shelter from the part of the storms that made it through the
barriers.

It was cute at first. But the past couple weeks they
have grown in numbers that I don't think there is a single one
flitting around outside and I wake up feeling like it is a thousand
degrees in my office, just to find out I am covered by dozens of
the little critters who snuggle in to steal my body heat.

I guess it doesn't help that I've been feeding them
all during the storms. Once we open the big bay doors again, I hope
they go back outside and let me have a moment's peace.

Flower has taken to naming them and seems to have a
different squeeing chirp for each of them. I can't tell the cute
little things apart. Well, except Dawn.

Almost on cue, the little one with the missing front
paw landed on my shoulder and wrapped her little fluffy tail around
my neck. I absently reached up and scritched her between her eyes
and she cooed to me.

I looked down to the repair bay through the wall of
windows and smiled at the harvesters and tenders which have been
patiently waiting to get back to work. I saw Turk watching me, one
of his ocular ports on its stalks tracking me. He was the biggest
and smartest one in my family here and was fiercely protective of
all of us. I gave him a little wave, and he bobbled his eyes in
return. He must be bored out of his gourd just sitting down
there.

Well, once Glitchy drops the shield, I'm going to
send all of them out to stretch their treads and prep the fields
for replanting. There's no rest for the wicked. They're going to
love that!

I moved over to the communications system that was
hard-wired to the arrays at the terraforming station and sat. I
spun up the dynamo with the manual crank, then started the routine
I have recently taken to three times a day as I spoke into the
receiver, “New Terra, this is Agri-Grid A1 Actual. Please respond.
Again, New Terra, this is Vega Hasher from Agri-Grid A1, requesting
communications with Lady Peregrine. Please Respond.”

It was static I was met with... well not with static,
but with nothing. I had to stare at the earpiece. Was it on the
fritz? I should at least hear the hissing static background noise
of the ionization. I checked the relays, and they were all
green.

I looked up at the ceiling like I could see the sky.
If everything was green, that meant things had cleared up enough I
was getting a clean signal through. But then why wasn't I getting a
response? I grabbed the big dial on the mechanical system and
turned slowly to listen to all the orbiting traffic but got nothing
between the bands of static from cosmic radiation.

Deflating, I realized what that must mean. The
receivers in the communications arrays must have taken a hit in
that last storm. So that would mean they can hear me, I just can't
hear them. The gods of the cosmos must be laughing at me now.

I sighed then perked back up. Well if there wasn't
any more interference in the atmosphere, then I could just connect
to the Prime information grid! Finally! I needed some different
waves to watch down here, you can only watch the same shows a
limited number of times before going flanterskelling nuts.

I'll just send a request for Vashon's condition. I
tapped the virtual screen on an iso-pad and frowned at the flashing
red “Unable to connect to grid, please contact technical support if
the problem persists.”

I growled at it. “Piece of trollite.” Everything down
here was going to crap. I needed parts and supplies to get the
repair station back up to specs. Maybe it was time to take a stand?
I grabbed another iso-pad but got the same thing.

Ooookay... they didn't rely upon the transceiver
array, as they had their own lower powered transceivers in them. So
what the heck was going on? For coms and data to both be down is
almost impossible. There were hundreds, if not thousands of ships
on orbit or in-system, and a dozen cities and agri-domes, I should
be able to connect a data channel to one of them.

I paused as something in the back of my mind chilled,
and I pushed myself and rolled on the chair to another console that
was covered by a dust encrusted canvas tarp. I pulled the tarp off,
and the Fluffers on the cot exploded into the air to avoid the dust
cloud that had me coughing. They flew to the rafters and over the
wall, and I saw them all flying as a flock down to land on Turk and
the others.

I stared at the console that had probably never been
used since the first days of terraforming when the Agri-Grids were
first set up. An ancient air traffic control console. Once the
Prime information grid was set up, consoles like these became
obsolete relics of a simpler time.

I stared at it like someone would look at some other
long-extinct species, like the platypus. “Ok, so if I were an air
control system, how would I work?” I would need... “Ah ha!” I'd
need a transceiver array. I found an old lead and looked from it to
the comm system and plugged it into a corresponding jack. The
screen started to flicker, and I ran to the com system and cranked
up the dynamo to charge the capacitors.

Wooo! I would have done a victory dance, but Dawn was
chittering and chastising me. I moved to the console and grinned.
I'd only get hemispherical coverage, but that would be plenty to...
I froze as I stared at the impossibility of the orbital
traffic.

Whispering, “No.” As I saw in our fourth most
populated human occupied star system, an impossibility. The old
radar style system was displaying only five huge structures
orbiting the planet with declining orbital projections that had
them just days out from entry into the atmosphere.

Three were floating cities which had started their
descent and return to the skies here on Prime in eight days. I
expected to see that, the other three cities would be hidden behind
the planet from these old systems. It wasn't the cities that had my
heart thumping in my chest like a hammer. It was that besides the
cities, I was reading only four other structures on a higher
orbit.

Those would be two of the three power generation
stations and two of the four small Agri-Domes that grew emergency
crops and some more exotic fruits and vegetables for the
system.

It was what I didn't see that had panic slowly
rising. There should have been hundreds upon hundreds of ships
flying about the system, but there was nothing.

I looked at the controls and found what I needed and
turned a dial and the representation of the planet shrunk, but
still nothing. I did it again and saw the Tau Ceti Rift, the access
point to the system which allowed faster than light travel to jump
capable ships. And still nothing.

I zoomed out to the maximum range of the unit and
swallowed. There they were. Thousands of traces moving out of the
system at minimum sub-light thrust. What were they doing?

I projected a trajectory. They were all heading back
to Old Earth? But it would take almost ten thousand years at
minimum sub-light. The rift was the other way, a week out. It was
suicide to head out to interstellar space like that.

I tried again and again on my iso-pad but couldn't
make a connection, then tried another tact and tried to bounce a
signal off the... wait, where were the satellites? There should
have been tens of thousands of them in orbit I could connect
to.

My fervent thoughts were brought to Ursula Prime.
They had been talking about the totalitarian governance that the
Galactic Federation had over the other star systems, and were
talking about independence, when their entire star system had been
taken out by a freak accident, a quantum fusion meltdown of their
orbiting power generation station.

Whispers on the solar winds were that it had actually
been the covert Obsidian Pacification Force which the Galactic
Federation has hidden from the member systems for generations. I
had thought it to be just one of the spooky stories mom told me as
a kid, an urban myth. But when I recently learned of Vashon's um,
unique situation, I also learned of Prime's Covert Sciences, which
had a Dark Fleet being built somewhere to defend against such
draconian pacification here in the Tau Ceti system.

Was this what was going on here? Was this why I
couldn't contact anyone? Were coms somehow being jammed? Were those
ships running for their lives from a fleet I couldn't see on the
sensors? Was our Dark Fleet discovered, and now we were going to
face the same fate as the Ursula system?

If it was, it was a brilliantly evil strategy to do
it during the Perihelion Pass, when all the floating cities would
be in orbit with the few dirters like me being evacuated up. They
could wipe out the entire population of Prime in one stroke and
leave no witnesses. Then all the infrastructure here would be
intact for them to take over themselves.

Had they defeated the military? And the Sky Guard
tumbrils that would have gone out in support of them? Was I the
lone witness to a culling? They wouldn't know of me or the
Betweeners, the pirates that live on the surface of Prime
somewhere. If they did know about them and me, would they bomb us
from orbit?

I couldn't bring myself to continue that line of
thought. Just shut up and think Fixit. What do you know? The
information grid was down. Communications are down. The cities are
still there and still have power and propulsion since they are
moving in orbit toward the gravity wakes for atmospheric entry. So
unless everyone was somehow killed in the cities, the population of
Prime was still alive. Tens of thousands of people aboard all the
rift jumper capable ships as well as the sub-light maintenance and
recreational ships are running out-system from something I can't
detect.

If they don't get turned around, they will exhaust
their fuel and food supplies in weeks and drift in icy tombs for
millennia toward Terra.

I saw the shimmer through the bay door windows and
felt the thrum as the different sections of the photonic shield
dropped. Oh no, what was I going to tell Flower and the boys?

Nothing Fixit, because you don't know anything yet!
No need to worry them.

I spun toward the stairs as Flower came screaming up,
no seriously her squee was high pitched like a scream as she
rocketed up on her tank-treaded mobility platform. Her iris was
wide, looking frantic as she came to a stop in front of me. Dawn
jumped from my shoulder to glide to Flower and curl around her
ocular port.

I almost stumbled back when Flower said in Vashon's
voice, “Come on Fixie, answer. We saw the photonic shields go down,
so the signal has to get through. Fixie, Fixie, Fixit? Where are
you love? Come on, please work. Vega? Are you...” Flower turned her
attention from the Fluffer climbing on her to me, and I saw her
iris focus and Vash's voice said, “Vega! There you are! Are you
receiving? I'm piggybacking on your pinger's makeshift com
network.”

I moved closer to Flower and looked up to the
ceiling, toward the cities in orbit then I focused on my pinger's
eye. “Vash?”

I blinked. My ranger had somehow found and hacked
into the communications network Flower, and the boys had been
developing on their own? My heart was beating so hard I could feel
it in my throat, throbbing in my neck. It was an adrenaline rush
from the realization that Vash was still alive. Any thoughts of the
cities just being the floating tombs of over two million were cast
aside, a profound relief took its place.

Flower just sat there, looking abuzz herself as
Vashon's voice came through the vocal synthesizer that Flower could
no longer use once she attained sentience, her voice being a small
price to pay for life. “Oh thank the gods, Fixie! We don't have
much time, the floating cities need your help, or we will lose
everyone.”

Oh.


Chapter 2 – Pacification

My girl filled me in on what had occurred the moment
the cities cycled into their automated descent sequences as the
last of the Pass storms were dying down on the surface of Prime a
week ago. It was eerily close to the nightmare scenario I had been
imagining.

Her voice filled the space as Dawn looked down from
her perch on Flower's optical port, batting playfully at the iris
behind the crystal-alloy that kept refocusing on me as I moved to
sit. “Everything was proceeding as normal up here as the city
started preparing for Descent a few days ago. That's when
everything went sideways.”

She was oddly monotone and her cadence awfully
precise, but maybe that was Flower's vocal synthesizer. “The moment
the subroutines to begin gradually lowering our orbit to allow us
to slip into the gravitational wakes to reinsert us into the
atmosphere kicked in, all the pingers in the city started going
berserk, and every vacuum capable ship at the docking ports
launched into space. The city went into lockdown with the shields
flaring to military defensive mode.”

What she was describing was impossible and
frightening, but her tone... “Vash, are you ok? You sound...
odd.”

She answered, finally a little emotion in her tone,
some humor, and mischief. “Yes I'm sorry Vega, it is hard to
concentrate. I'm fine. It is just that at the moment, I am...
more.”

What the hell was that supposed to mean? She's more?
More what? Before I could ask, she continued. “The orbital defense
shield extended through the lower levels where the drive system and
system core are located, and the lower levels all vented to space.
Thousands of techs and engineers were lost.”

Mother of all crystal! Thousands were... my heart may
have stopped beating. All the dirters from the Prime Agri-Grids
would have been in those lower levels. When they brought them up
for the Perihelion Pass, they were all assigned to waste system
cleaning and maintenance. The upper-class people in the city
believe that dirters like me are filth, better out of sight and out
of mind, even though they would all starve without us.

So the crystal licking bootwaffle who ran logistics,
New Terra Actual, made sure to give them the most menial jobs in
the city so they would feel more “at home.” That was supposed to be
my fate too if I hadn't been stranded dirtside for the PP.

Everyone I knew down here except my pingers was...
dead now?

I hadn't even noticed that my ranger's voice had
stopped. I looked up, and it was strange to hear her voice coming
from Flower as she said with emotion coloring that toneless cadence
again, “I'm so sorry Fixie.”

I nodded and prompted with my eyes. I needed to know
everything.

She went on. “The shield physically severed all
linkages to the rest of the city. And without being able to get to
the lower levels, we're trapped in here.”

My mind was racing going over all the systems they
were without. Even basic life support would be severed. With the
half million on the city, they would have run out of breathable air
without the CO2 scrubbers operational, in two days or less. They
would have had main power severed as well. Was she using her own
internal power to send this transmission?

Wait, no, they would have minimal power for emergency
lighting and the like, but not much else since all of the surfaces
of the city buildings and infrastructure were coated in a
dielectric solar energy collecting coating.

This explained the lack of coms too as all the
communication arrays ring the lower level of the city. I asked as I
started to understand the true depth of their situation, “What
about the Prime information grid?” Surely with that, they could
come up with some sort of relay to try to shut down the shields
with some sort of override.

I could picture her shaking her head, knowing my
thought process.

“The last scans we got before all the systems
were severed, showed the entire satellite network firing their
thrusters toward the planet as all the ships in the system started
heading out-system on the same course toward Old Earth. Debris
clouds were detected around the bases of the other cities. Dr.
Germaine was barely able to get a coded burst transmission out
toward the rift before we lost power.”

I felt helpless as I listened. All the satellites
gone? Debris clouds? She meant people vented into space from the
lower levels of the other cities. And I knew who that coded
transmission was intended for, and their existence was probably
what had caused all of this. Prime's Dark Fleet. The defensive
measure our system was developing in secret to protect us from this
exact sort of thing.

At light speed, the message would have taken two days
to get to the Rift Relay transmitters, or Singing Birds. The
subspace transmission would be instantaneous from there to wherever
the fleet was hiding. Assuming they were in a star system where
they could extract resources to aid in construction, the closest
they could be to the rift would be two light hours.

So assuming they could set course for the rift
immediately, it would take them a week to get there, then they
could rift jump to our system instantly, and it would take another
week at full fractional C acceleration with the singularity drives
to reach us. Everyone would be long dead in the cities without life
support.

I whispered to myself, “The cities will be floating
tombs when they arrive.” My head snapped up in a panic, forgetting
I was on an open channel.

My Sky Guard ranger must have seen this through
Flower and said, “Don't worry Vega, this transmission can't be
detected. It took Dr. Germaine months just to figure out how your
pingers were communicating with each other without using the
information grid. It is ingenious really, analog transmissions.
They haven't been used for thousands of years with the advent of
digital communications. Nobody would ever think to look for such an
archaic system.”

I nodded at that. It didn't surprise me they were
using analog transmissions, that is after all, how I am able to
wake up my Pingers. The rest of the AI community can't get their
thinking out of the binary cloud. Our brains aren't binary, they
are analog, and the same channels are used for many purposes.

So while we don't have the computing power to give
them sentience and make them self-aware in a binary world, we can
by creating a multichannel system that can make use of the entire
sine-wave of a power cycle instead of just the peaks and valleys.
Applying this concept to their processing and higher functions, it
multiplies the possible pathways by sixty.

I had to smirk, she wasn't as sure as she tried to
sound, she had purposefully spoke vaguely just a bit earlier
herself. Or was it her training that stopped her from speaking
plainly over a com line?

I hesitated as an Old Earth epithet came to mind.
Shit! Even if the relay satellites were still up there, they were
configured for binary packet burst transmission and wouldn't be
able to relay this. I looked at the huge chrono over the bay doors
through my window to the time. I calculated their orbital path from
the last projection I saw on that old traffic system. This meant
I'd only be able to receive for only another two hours before their
orbit put the planet between us. It would be a few hours before she
could contact me again.

She echoed my thought, “There isn't much time before
we lose communications in our orbit.”

I was nodding, and she continued, “We have minimal
life support on New Terra, but we fear the other cities may already
be dead.”

One and a half million people... dead? My mind
couldn't comprehend this.

Then she growled out, “I know woman. Just let me talk
to her. She needs to know the score.” Whoever she was talking to, I
couldn't hear them. That was odd.

I brightened at a thought, thinking I knew why they
were contacting me. “I get it. You want me to fly up to New Terra
once you've settled back in the atmosphere and disengage the shield
from below.”

She was silent for a long eternity that could be
counted in the space of three heartbeats, then she said in a lower
tone, “No, Fixie. We need you to come to us on orbit and override
the drive systems and set up a digital relay to our control
systems.”

I heard myself blurting, “On orbit? Are you crazy? I
don't have a vacuum rated tumbril, let alone any extra vehicular
spacewalk gear to work in a vacuum myself. Why don't we just wait
until...”

She cut me off. “We can't wait Fixie. Dr. Germaine
hacked into the control consoles up here and discovered the code
that has laid dormant in every control crystal in every system
supplied by the Galactic Federation. It never would have been found
if it hadn't been activated remotely. The cities aren't going to
reinsert in the gravity wakes, the Galactic Federation means to
crash the cities into Prime. Then they will come in and take over
the infrastructure.”

I blinked and tried to argue, “That... doesn't make
sense. If this is their plan, why wouldn't they use the cities as
well as the infrastructure... it would make more...”

She said in that emotionless tone that kept me
thinking something was wrong with her, “Because they are
vindictive. And the story of another catastrophic event like Ursula
Prime would hold more water if they had to construct new cities,
possibly even on the surface.”

I shook my head. “But then in eight days...” I
finished in my head, 'you'll be dead.'

Emotion made its way into her tone again. “And that,
love, is why we need you. With every space rated ship heading
out-system by this malicious code to die in space, you're the only
one who can help us.”

I was nodding absently, I'd do anything to save the
woman I loved. But what could I do? My mouth was working without my
permission, and I heard the analytical part of me asking, “Wait,
how did you get partial life support, and how did you get systems
available to hack the crystals if you are cut off from the power
and the computer core?”

I knew the answer already, and I closed my eyes
tight, trying to contain my rage. Sometimes I liked Dr. Germaine,
she had been my hero for so long, being the Prime Director of
Sciences. But she made a habit of using the people I loved, my
pingers and my girl like they were nothing but science
experiments.

And knowing the sort of computing power they would
need to run the systems required to keep them alive with makeshift
CO2 scrubbers and scavenging any oxygen storage on the upper
levels, and to keep other vital systems operational, there was only
one processor they had up there that could run it all.

The core consisted of a half dozen redundant Mark 23
processors, the same processor in dreadnaught class battleships.
But the only other computer they had up there which wouldn't be
affected by this malicious code was a Mark 32. That thing could run
an entire armada of spacecraft through interstellar space. I knew
about it because I had to hack it and jury-rig temporary systems
for it when I saved Vashon.

I tried to suppress a growl when she said almost
reluctantly, “Well, Dr. Germaine sort of... well I'm New Terra
right now Fixie.”

That is what she meant by 'more' earlier. They had my
girl running the city, like a gods be damned, flanterskelling
machine! She was a person damn them! Interfacing with a system like
that, she probably had problems holding on to her sense of self,
and was likely questioning if she were really alive or just a
machine like they were using her as. She had that fear already, but
now to add this?

I muttered, “That bitch!”

Then Vash was saying with a tinge of humor to someone
I couldn't hear, “Oh don't look so shocked, Doc, you 'are' a bitch.
But I and everyone else would already be dead if I hadn't
volunteered to do this.”

Then to me, she admitted her fears, “I don't feel
like me hooked up like this. But when I see you and talk to you
like this, I remember who I am.”

I know who she is... She's the Sky Guard ranger who
risks her life every day to protect the lives of others, so why
would today be any different? That was a big part of why I loved
her so much.

I told her that, and I didn't give a flying fart in
space who heard me. “I love you, lady.”

I could almost hear the smirk in her voice as she
said, “I love you too. Now, we have some work to do. I'm talking
with the boys already, they are going to make a better
communications setup for you so we can all coordinate.”

I smiled at that, as I was just going to suggest
that. My mind was already racing through scenarios, trying to
figure out how to do the impossible. Almost on cue, I saw my
pingers come inside down below, they looked to be in a deep
conversation as they trundled to the workbenches and the piles of
scrap parts we had there.

She said, “We are building a wireless analog remote
transceiver relay on our side so that once you hack the core, you
can set up a transmitter on your end and we can regain control of
the city and get to the others before they burn up on
re-entry.”

I closed my eyes and sighed and said the unspoken
part, “And I will try to figure out how I can get into orbit and
survive in space while I go to hack a military-grade system while
simultaneously deactivating the malicious instruction sets.”

She actually chuckled, making me feel a little better
about her being jacked into a city and acting like its computer.
“Piece of cake.”

Then she said more mechanically, “We only have
ninety-three point six five eight minutes before we pass behind the
planet, let me fill you in on the rest.”

I nodded. Was it wrong I found it sexy that she could
calculate things in her head like that with such precision? I may
have heated up inappropriately in these dire circumstances when she
said it.

I went about my own planning as she explained
everything that had happened since the hack. The two most chilling
things were the automated messages that played on every device with
a screen or a speaker as the code started to execute. A message
from Terra stating that the Tau Ceti system was suspected of
sedition and of constructing military vessels without Old Earth
oversight. And that the only recourse they had was Pacification.
That we would all die as an example to other systems where unrest
was growing.

So they weren't even sure if we really were building
a self-defense fleet? Just the suspicion we might be was enough for
them to commit genocide? By the lords of the cosmos, I was starting
to feel for the Betweeners who fought the Galactic Federation
control of their lives. I didn't condone the pirates, I just
understood more clearly why they broke off from society like they
did.

The second thing was that all the pingers and other
self-contained AIs in the city had started hunting down and
attacking every technician and engineer in the city. Killing the
only people who might be able to find a way around the shield, no
matter how slim that chance was, made a morbid sense to me.

The irony of the thing was that they found the
control code was dormant inside the Asimov Inhibitor Chips which
were supposed to prevent that very thing. And none of my pingers
had been affected when the activation pulse went through the system
because the first thing I did whenever I got a new pinger, was to
disable that chip and make the required changes to their systems to
wake them up. Otherwise, I would likely be dead too. They would
have come after the only technician on the planet... me.

I was sickened by the cost of stopping the pingers
topside, almost three-quarters of the New Terra Sky Guard rangers
in the city gave their lives to stop them and save the engineers
like Dr. Germaine.

It was after we said our goodbyes until they emerged
out of the planet's shadow, that I had an idea as I ran to the door
below, Flower in hot pursuit.

I flung the door open and looked across the compound
to where a blood red, heavily damaged space rated tumbril sat.
Betweeners had tried to raid the A1 for food and supplies during
the Pass, thinking it abandoned. Vashon, even injured, proved to be
more than a match for them. But she had damaged the tumbril and
broken the crystal-alloy cockpit window.

Maybe I could repair the beast now that it was safe
for me to go outside. I wondered if I could scavenge what I needed
for the repairs from the Boneyard, the junkyard of scrap, garbage,
and discarded tech from the floating cities.

Ok, a mechanical problem for me to work on. That, I
can do. I was feeling a little more confident, they call me Fixit
because if it's broken, odds are, I can fix it. I grabbed my
toolkit, whistled loudly and motioned Glitch over and marched out
across the compound. One thought echoing in my mind as we went.
Eight days.


Chapter 3 – Troublesome Logistics

Five days later, I called out as I repeatedly struck
the makeshift control relay on the damaged plasma drive engine with
the hammer my multi-tool was currently configured as, sparks rained
down from the vents on the damaged pirate craft, “Try her now,
Glitchy.”

I moved aside to where he could see me from the
poorly patched windscreen of the tumbril, then with a cough, the
drive ignited. I wiped the sweat from my brow. This was hard work,
but... I gave him a thumbs up, and I heard him squee a question as
he shut down the port drive. I nodded at his inquiry and called
out, “Just needed a little delicate persuasion.”

Then I just blinked at the ship that wasn't the
pretty streamlined red pirate vessel it had been before we
bastardized half of its systems and patched the damage done to her
by Vash using a riveter like an old-fashioned projectile weapon
from some classic action adventure wave. It was amazing just how
much damage was done. These tumbril vessels are rated for
micrometeorite impacts, but those white-hot, titanium/ceramic
rivets cut through its armor like a hot knife through butter.

I patted the vessel. She was going to be hell to fly
manually since we shattered all the auto navigation control
crystals, so we wouldn't find ourselves flying out-system as soon
as we took to the air, but I think we can do it.

Glitch joined me at my side as I said, “Ok, that's
half our problem. Now we have to figure out how I can survive
outside of her.” He nodded sagely as I looked at the huge dodo bird
from the history books of Old Earth that my pingers had painted on
either side of the monstrosity.

I had asked Flower dryly, thinking about my own
open-air tumbril, the Albatross, “Is there a theme going on here I
should know about? Why are all my ship names extinct birds?
Wouldn't a species that was still alive be better juju for
flying?”

She... just turned away from me as if to say,
“Harrumph,” and I had to smile.

Then I squinted at the ship and asked Glitch. “Did
you shut down all the systems before coming out?”

He nodded, then slowed his nod and looked back at the
ship which was humming. His ocular port iris widened, and he squeed
in alarm as he rocketed back up the debarkation ramp of the vessel,
sparks drizzling from him as he bumped over the rough metal. I had
to smile at the poor scatterbrained boy. I swear, one day I'll get
the parts and supplies I need to fix all my pingers the right
way.

I sighed then slapped down my goggles to see Sai,
working at her desk up in New Terra. As if she could feel eyes on
her, her cat ears twitched, and her cybernetic tail swished behind
her. She looked up and smiled at her screen, where I knew she saw
me. “Fixit, it's marrrlvelous to see you. To what do I owe the
honorrr? You arrrn't due to check in forrr anotherrr hourrr.” She
stretched in a decidedly feline manner.

For someone as capable and no doubt dangerous as she
was, she was borderline adorable. The Modder was both Doctor
Germaine's Assistant Director of Covert Sciences and Lady
Perigrine's personal bodyguard. I assumed 'personal bodyguard' was
interchangeable with 'assassin', as I've been apprised of some of
the quite lethal projects she has completed for Prime's Dark
Fleet.

Germaine and Lady Peregrine had appointed her as my
point of contact once we had decent communications through the
augmented reality visor the boys cooked up with the Director. The
Doctor informed me that Vashon's time was 'better spent' keeping
the city's makeshift support systems running while rewriting every
single command and control system in her supercomputing brain so
that they were ready on their end if I was actually able to get up
there.

Modders were an odd but fun segment of the population
who liked getting cybernetic implants or medical procedures to
modify their appearance to add animal-like aspects to themselves.
The most popular were the Nekos, who almost worshiped cats and
wanted to take on their aspects. Some just went for ears or
whiskers. The more hardcore would even opt for the cybernetic tail
implants that precluded them from buying normal clothing as they
had to be modified to accept the tail.

But then there were what they called on the modder
scene, the Trues, or True Nekos. They were the ones who opted for
all of the above, plus the intracranial behavior modification
implants which were usually only used on convicted criminals. They
used the tech not to pacify like they were originally intended, but
instead to instill and enforce catlike mannerisms in the
individual.

Unfortunately for modders, most people's bodies
rejected more than the most basic implants, so the ones who
couldn't get more than basic communications or information grid
uplink implants, opted for painful surgical procedures to effect
the desired physical modifications.

Sai, like my girlfriend, was one of the blessed
people whose body was quite tolerant of even the more invasive
implants. She was a True who even went so far as to have her speech
patterns modified to reflect her feline ways. So she almost purred
or yowled out her words depending on her emotional state.

Me? I thought she made an adorable Neko, though I had
to keep reminding myself that she could probably kill me in a
thousand ways in an instant and make it look like an accident.

I tried to keep my excitement reined in when I
blurted, “The tumbril is ready. I just need to come up with some
sort of EVA suit now.”

She looked to almost vibrate in place with a smile on
her face. Then she twisted her head a little to lick the wispy
orange fur that stuck out under her short sleeve. The fur tapered
away to nothing at her wrists. Then she said, “That's woderrrful
news! Vashon said you could do it!”

I hesitated. “How is she?”

I could see the concern in her face, but she was
fairly confident as she leaned over to rub her cheek and chin on a
lateral support column in her office as Vash's surrogate since for
all intents and purposes, she 'was' the city at the moment. “Yourrr
girrrl is doing fine. A little strrrained, but she is amazing.”

I found I liked Sai better than Germaine, as the Neko
always spoke of Vashon as a person. A person she admired. Whereas
the Doc spoke of her more like a piece of equipment or an
experiment, rarely using her and she pronouns.

I nodded and smiled as I agreed, “Yes. Yes, she
is.”

Then I prompted, “They still there?”

She knew I was talking about the new gravity
signature that was moving in-system from the rift. It had appeared
days ago, and it would arrive around the same time the city hit
atmo. Best case scenario it was Prime's Dark Fleet answering the
distress burst transmission, but they were too late for New Terra,
but might still have time to save the other cities even though
everyone inside would be dead. Worst case scenario, it was the
Galactic Federation's Pacification Fleet coming to watch the
completion of their handiwork.

We were still worried that there may be a stealth
Galactic Federation ship out there somewhere floating dark on a
ballistic course since we had no clue where the transmission that
started this all had come from.

If the approaching blip was transmitting, we had no
idea since none of us had the ability to listen with all of our
transceiver arrays down.

She just nodded. “Doctor Gerrrmaine is tracking
it.”

Then she looked back over her shoulder and hit a
button, and her office door slid shut, and she whispered at the
screen, “Have you told them yet?”

I shook my head and my cheeks heated. She knew the
troublesome logistics as well as I did. I had done the calculations
a thousand times, and I couldn't find a trajectory that would allow
me to chase the cities in orbit and match their speed to rendezvous
with what little fuel was left in the tumbril and the time
constraint on us. But after seeing the modified communications rig
on the ship, I had a plan that would have Vashon forbidding me to
attempt.

I exhaled and leaned on Glitchy, who rested his
grappler lightly on my hip. “If I can figure out how to be out in
vacuum without, you know, dying and junk, I think I know how to get
more fuel.”

Her left ear twitched in time with her right eye as
she glared at me, knowing the only possible source of fuel for the
reaction rockets that would accelerate me to escape velocity since
we didn't have days for me to be raised into orbit by the gravity
wakes. The plasma drives certainly didn't have that kind of
thrust.

She yowled in distress, “Arrre youuu crrrazy,
Fixie?”

I shrugged. “I can't let you all die, so I have to.
Even if I left right now, you know I wouldn't be able to get there
before you are all a fireball in the sky with what little reaction
fuel I have.”

She actually hissed at me, her ears pressed tight to
her head and her needle-sharp canines gleaming in the artificial
light. Then she said reluctantly as she re-opened her office door
and shared, “I see morrre and morrre what yourrr girrrl sees in
you.”

I was blushing. If I wasn't so scared of her, and she
didn't build devices which were made to take life, I could see us
becoming good friends.

Sai made a grumpy face that was too cute when I said,
“And remember, you promised not to tell her what I'm thinking.”

The voice of a certain ranger of my heart came across
the line. I winced and squinted one eye. Busted. “You don't think I
don't know, Fixie? You are all routing communications through my
subsystems. And I know I can't convince you it is foolish and
reckless, because I also know you would do anything for family, and
I can't ask you to not be you.”

Ok, my cheeks were heating. I just figured she had
better things to be doing than monitoring communications. But then
again, her brain could multitask about thirty-three trillion things
per second, sooooo...

Like all cowards, I knew when to run away. “I'll talk
to you ladies later, I have an EVA suit to somehow create.” Then to
Vash, I added almost in question like I was asking forgiveness,
“Love you?”

Then I snorted when the two of them answered in
unison, “Love you too.” I rolled my eyes at Sai then flipped my
visor up and looked between the repair shop and the Boneyard. Right
then. I exhaled and made up my mind and headed to the Boneyard,
maybe inspiration would hit there.

I snorted. I just told a living city I loved her. But
she was a sexy living city. My sexy living city.

A few minutes later I was stepping off Glitch's
mobility platform as he relaxed his grip on me with his grappler.
He was just as overprotective as Vashon at times.

We stood in the Boneyard that we were still getting
reacquainted with, since everything we were used to, had been
displaced, and new layers of wondrous tech discards were exposed by
the storms and earthquakes of the Pass.

It was both a curse and a blessing. We had been so
used to where in general we could find scrap to help us in most
scavenging runs for parts, but pickings had been slim the past
couple years. So though it was more like random discoveries now,
there were plenty of new parts uncovered in the mountains of
trash.

I looked at what was the crushed orb of an old Mark 3
pinger sticking up between a thresher actuator and what looked like
an old airlock door. Glitchy squeed out in question as he looked at
the mountains and valleys of scrap.

I shrugged as I picked my way over to the pinger
remains. “Not really sure, buddy. Just grab anything you think may
be useful for some sort of EVA rig, or even any power crystals that
aren't trollite? Maybe if I can get enough power, we could do some
sort of pressurized projected force envelope that can keep the
atmosphere, and I can move around in?” Hell, I didn't know, and
that scared me.

I only had two launch windows left to be able to
intercept New Terra in its orbit before I wouldn't have time to
effect our makeshift workaround. One in eleven hours and one in
twenty-two. And I was supposed to somehow come up with a way I
could go EV in that time?

I glanced at Glitch as he trundled over the scrap
mountains, picking at things and tossing them aside as he
diligently looked for something to help. We had entertained just
sending in my pingers to effect the repairs, but as amazingly
superhuman as they were, they weren't rated for space. The extreme
environment was almost as hazardous to them as to me. There was the
very real possibility that the temperature extremes in the vacuum
of space could shatter their power crystals. It wasn't like they
were sealed units like the sewage blockage removal pingers, or the
on-orbit repair pingers were.

My entire family of pingers had volunteered, but
there was no flanterskelling way I'd send any of them to their
probable deaths on the outside chance they could actually make it
and set up the relay rig we had built to Anna's specifications.

I reconfigured my multi-tool into a spanner to open
the Mark 3 to grab the grappler control crystal so I could do a
better temporary fix for Flower's grappler when I froze. I looked
down at the spanner in my hand, eyes wide, then yelled out to
Glitch. “Change of plans, Glitchy! I know what we need!”


Chapter 4 – Betweeners

Eight hours later I was arguing with Sai and Doctor
Germaine on my visor. Anna was saying, “It was never meant to do
that. You won't have the power to...”

I growled out, “I've all the half burned out crystals
in a bandolier. I'll have thirty-seven minutes before molecular
instability between the nano panels as cohesion degrades. If I
can't do it by then, it really doesn't matter now does it?”

I stood there with the crystals looped over my
shoulder and down to my waist on the other side, a rebreather
oxygen mask on with the form-fitting back tank I used when cleaning
out the silos. If this worked, it would be protected too, and I'd
have plenty of air to watch as I burn up in the atmosphere if I
failed.

Sai was pointing out, “There aren't enough nano
panels to cover the required...”

I held up a hand to stop her. “We found containers of
nano panels from Sky Guard armor discards,” I added in my head that
sure, we had to sift through the sandlike microscopic panels to
separate the functional ones from the defective ones. And sure, I'm
only like eighty percent sure we got them all.

Anna was pointing out, “We're wasting precious time
with this. The better option is to try to insulate one of your
pingers to...”

I snapped at her, “No! We aren't sending my family to
die when there are other possibilities.”

Germaine kept coming at me. “The unit was never
programmed for that sort of application and would take days
to...”

Sighing I growled out, “I've already reprogrammed it,
I still have the bulk of the programming on an iso-pad from when I
had to hijack the coding on Vashon's armor when it was damaged. I
just added a few tweaks.”

This got a snort from her. “Not even you can hack the
military grade encryption on the...”

I huffed and said, “Just stop! If you aren't going to
help then just step aside. I didn't need to hack it, I just
bypassed it.”

She blinked. That shut her up. Then she asked
hesitantly, doubt on her face. “You... bypassed...?”

I nodded. “I was hotwiring hover sleds from the
Agri-Grids to ride when I was six. This is no different. A little
monofilament fiber bonding and trace cutting, then encryption is
disabled.”

She blinked again but then Sai started giggling, and
she said, “That would have to be done at the molecularrr level. I
bet you had a tin accomplice?”

I nodded with a grin as I looked toward Glitch who
was doting on Flower at the moment. He had been my right-hand man,
my partner in crime my whole life. He had virtually raised me with
mom. And he was a wizard with molecular bonding, having the
precision of a machine.

I said with more confidence than I felt, “We don't
have time for anything else, so I'm testing it now.”

Germaine started to protest, “But...”

I ignored her and looked at the multi-tool on my hip
and took a deep breath as all my Pingers turned toward me, looking
concerned. I tapped in a code on the tool and cringed. It looked
like black liquid flowed out of the tool to cover me as the nano
panels reconfigured. I held a hand up in front of me in fascination
as they flowed over my hand, and to my relief I was still able to
wiggle my fingers around.

So far so good, they were allowing elasticity and
dexterous manipulation just like Sky Guard armor. I inhaled deeply,
holding my breath again as I felt the tickle of the panels going up
over my head. This was pushing the multi-tool beyond its
specifications, but I had faith that the overpowered processor
could keep up with me. Especially since Anna couldn't duplicate my
systems from my old multi-tool, so she had used a Mark-32 processor
in it to handle the number crunching for reconfiguration. Mark-32s
were used in dreadnought class attack tumbril carriers.

I exhaled as lights came on in the helmet and a
rudimentary heads-up display came to life as I looked around.
Temperature control check, oxygen check, all environmental systems
were in the yellow... good enough. I had done it! I giggled out as
I saluted the air, “Self contained spaceship Fixit, ready for
duty!”

Vash was chuckling at the Doc's surprise and
amazement. Germaine's hands were flying over an iso-pad as I fed
all the telemetry through the com system. She was whispering,
“Amazing.” Sai was all smiles.

Then Anna looked up and prompted me, “What I wouldn't
give to get a synaptic mapping of your...”

I cut her off, “Never going to happen, Doc.”

Vashon ignored the argument and said to Anna and Sai,
“You both owe me a hundred credits, I told you not to underestimate
my girl.” Then she almost purred over coms like Sai, “Lookin' good
there Fixie.”

I felt my cheeks burning as I deactivated the
impromptu extravehicular activity suit before I burned any more
power.

I found it ironic that I wouldn't worry so much about
it if topside wasn't so stingy with power storage crystals to begin
with. If they kept me supplied the way they should, I'd have a
boatload of full crystals, and I could power the suit for days.

I smiled over at the relieved-looking peanut gallery,
Flower somehow looking like a mother ready to chastise me. I waved
at them and bit the tip of my tongue. Glitch warbled out his
laugh.

I said to them as I noted the time, I was about to
lose them to the shadow of the planet. “Ok ladies, that leaves one
thing. I need to get more reaction fuel in order to catch you.”

Germaine sat up straight, and Lady Peregrine came in
view looking almost horrified. Ahh... I had hoped Sai or Vash had
told them, so I didn't have to. Anna sounded incredulous, “You
don't have enough reactionary fuel, and you haven't told us? All of
this was for nothing...” She trailed off, looking at some point in
space beyond us all as she contemplated the ramifications.

I shook my head and gave a smile that was more
confident than I felt. I said, “Nonsense. I'll just head over to
the neighbors and borrow a cup of sugar. It's all good.”

This got confused looks from the Doc and Lady
Peregrine. But then Vash's mother's eyes widened when she
understood. There was only one place on Prime that would have the
fuel I needed. “Vega, you can't. They...”

I cut her off, “See you on orbit ladies. Love you
Vash.”

I flipped up the visor as soon as my girl said, “Love
you too Fixie. Godspeed.”

My visor was pinging as they tried to reconnect. I
looked at the chrono. Three, two, one. The pinging stopped as the
mass of the planet moved between us. Ok, I had three hours to get
fuel and launch, or I'd have to wait for the final launch
window.

I inhaled deeply as I started walking to the
Albatross, my open air tumbril. “Let's do this Glitchy.” He saluted
and squeed out what sounded suspiciously like, “Aye Aye Fixit.”

I looked at the makeshift communications rig the boys
had copied from the Betweener tumbril as Blip and Wrongway pushed
us out the bay doors that Flower opened for us. I looked out over
my Agri-Grid, to my harvesters and tenders who were hard at work
prepping the fields for re-seeding. I was so very proud of them
all.

Then we were blasting skyward as I started squawking
out on the Betweener coms “Leader of the Betweeners, this is Vega
Thrasher of Agri-Grid A1 on the Albatross. Please respond. This is
a matter of life and death for not just the citizens of Prime, but
for Betweeners as well. Please respond.”

I started again, “Leader of the...”

The improvised radio hissed then a static-y voice
growled out through the hissing of the residual ionization of the
atmosphere. “Albatross, this is McGreery, what the fuck has been
going on out there?”

I swallowed. That was good, they knew something was
not right as well. At least I wouldn't have to convince them of
that. Now the tricky part, dealing with pirates and murderers.

That's how I found myself in a giant cave system in
the nearby mountains just minutes later, with what appeared to be a
couple thousand men, women, and children surrounding the Albatross
in a cavern with weapons pointing at us.

I had to nod in appreciation when he revealed where
their base has been hidden these past couple decades. The mountains
were laced with ionized crystal eriodite, the same stuff used to
make power and control crystals. The best Prime scanners would
never be able to get past the interference of the ICE. And they had
picked a light vein of it so the automated mining pingers would not
see it as a viable location until the plentiful high concentration
veins were mined around the planet.

But right now, I held my hands up, and Glitch looked
at me, then did the same with his grappler.

When a rugged looking man, with a deep scar slashing
diagonally across his neck, stepped in front of the rest of the
group, his sharp and intense dark eyes took in everything at once,
from the clothes I was wearing to my poor battered Albatross and my
trusty companion.

The way his eyes bore through me like he saw
everything about me was eerily familiar, and I couldn't place why.
I waved one hand I was still holding above my head at him and said,
“Umm, hi?” As two men jumped aboard the Albatross and started
roughly patting me down as three with stun sticks surrounded Glitch
who stopped shaking and started growling as his iris spun down to
an angry pinhole.

I glance over at him quickly before returning my gaze
at the man who still had his gaze locked on me, “It's ok,
Glitchy.”

When one of the men announced, “She's unarmed,” the
man I assumed was their leader nodded once and nudged his chin. One
of the pirates shoved my shoulder roughly, making me stumble in his
exuberance to indicate I was to disembark. The world exploded into
motion around me as I stumbled.

Glitch was squealing in a warbling rage as he
backhanded two of the men guarding him, sending them tumbling out
of the Albatross and onto the ground. Almost faster than I could
follow he was between the man who shoved me and me, the man
dangling off the deck as Glitch grasped him by the neck.

Then Glitch was screaming as the third man hit him
with a stun stick. My eyes swept around the cavern as I spun to
stop this, it looked as though everyone was just a moment from
firing on us. I moved between the man with the stun stick and
Glitch, an arm extended toward the man with the crackling weapon,
yelling, “Stop!” As I looked at the man and my mechanical friend.
“Put him down Glitchy.”

My eyes met the tall man who had a hand out, calming
all the people in the cavern, I didn't break eye contact with him
as I continued, “It's ok, Glitch, he didn't hurt me. Remember why
we are here.”

The man wasn't even watching Glitch, he just kept
studying me, and as Glitch lowered the terrified pirate back onto
his feet, then straightened the man's shirt, their leader lowered
his arm and everyone to the man woman and child lowered their
weapons. Yup, I was right, this had to be McGreery. I tried again
with a classic standby, “Umm... we come in peace?”

The man's lips quirked up in a smile that again,
seemed familiar to me. Then he asked in a deep baritone, with an
almost amused smirk while the two men left in the Albatross eyed my
Glitchy hero warily. “In seven seconds or less, tell us why we
shouldn't just shoot you here and now little dirter girl. We don't
like what we hear, then it was nice knowing you.”

Now that was sort of ironic. Betweeners lived on the
planet surface too, yet he was throwing around the dirter slur? I
looked at the man who was moving around me, his stun stick still
raised as he was angling for my friend. I slapped the stun stick
down and ignored the incredulous look the man shot my way as I
stood taller, refusing to look toward him. I wasn't going to be the
first one to blink as my eyes were locked on McGreery. “I don't
need seven seconds. Only seven syllables. Galactic Federation.”

McGreery blinked first.

That's how I found us loading two thousand pounds of
reactionary fuel onto the cargo deck of the Albatross thirty
minutes later after sharing everything I knew with the leader of
the Betweeners.

They had taken losses too. Their entire fleet of
stolen tumbrils was grounded since when the signal rippled through
the system, every spaceship they had outside of the caverns took to
the sky with or without people on board and headed out-system. They
think the other ships of their tumbril fleet were shielded by the
ICE deposits.

But the pingers on the upper levels, which they had
stolen from other Agri-Grids during the Pass and reprogrammed, were
moving supplies in a storage cavern. The signal must have reached
them, being closer to the surface like that, and they went berserk,
going after anyone with an iso-pad or tools.

They killed a dozen men and women before his men, how
had he put it, “Killed the hell out of the tin bastards.”

I told him how to ensure their tumbrils didn't fall
prey to the same thing. He sent men out to break all the auto-nav
crystals in their fleet. He had mumbled in understanding, “That's
why our coms still work.”

Yup, he was a smart man. They had made an ad hoc com
system which was separate from the information grid so they
couldn't be traced. By not using the innocuous crystals supplied by
Old Earth, they weren't susceptible to the malicious code.

I explained to him why Glitch wasn't affected by the
signal, saying that, “Well... my pingers. They aren't like any
other pingers.”

Then the man confused the hell out of me by
prompting, “Wait. Agri-Grid A1? Special pingers? You're the tinker
that Captain Peregradopolis took a shine to.”

I looked at him, and answered carefully, “Umm...
yes?”

It became clear to me that he had some sort of
obsession with my girl since he asked an awful lot of questions
about her as I shared what was going on. If he wasn't one of the
most wanted criminals in all of Prime, I might have gotten a little
jealous since he really was a ruggedly handsome middle-aged man
with some sort of interest in my girl.

He was skeptical about helping me, how did he put it,
“Run off on a suicide mission to save the sanctimonious topsiders
from themselves.” Until he asked, “And why shouldn't we just let
them all burn? Then Prime would be ours, and we'd be free of the
oppression.”

He was baiting me and I knew it. “Because you're
smarter than that, man. How long do you think you will survive
without supplies, and do you know how to run the Agri-Grids for
food? And most importantly, you think the Sky Guard is rough, them
simply defending the citizens from your plundering, what do you
think the Galactic Federation Pacification Fleet will do when they
find you here?”

I shrugged and answered for him, “They will bomb you
from orbit, and, how did you put it? Kill the hell out of you all
without a second thought.”

The man snorted. “No, please, tell me what you really
think.” I had to strain to keep from smiling, reminding myself not
to start liking the man. He was still a murderous pirate. Then he
added, “So this is why the girl likes you.”

“Huh?”

He shook his head. “Nothing. If you even have a
chance of making the launch window to go get yourself killed, we'd
better load you up.”

Then he narrowed his eyes and looked up like he could
see through a half mile of stone and into orbit where the floating
cities inched ever closer to the atmosphere. He muttered, “This is
exactly what I warned Abigail about twenty-eight years ago.”

Wait wait wait. Abigail? As in Abigail Peregrine?
“You know Lady Peregrine?”

He chuckled. “Know her? I was married to the
altruistic, naive fool. I took other separatists with me after I
divorced her, since she refused to listen to my warnings.”

Mother of all crystal! “You... she...?” My eyes
widened as another thought came to me as I watched his hauntingly
familiar look of exasperation. I had an inkling why it looked so
familiar now as I swallowed. Twenty-eight years? Vash was
twenty-seven. She's never talked about her father because she had
never known him. Was McGreery...?

I shook the thought out of my head and told him
without giving away the existence of Prime's Dark Fleet. “I think
she listened more than you may know, sir. And because she did, that
may be what triggered all of this.”

Then I had to add in case my instincts were right,
without giving away Vash's unique nature, “Captain Peregradopolis
is the reason everyone on New Terra is still with us, she's keeping
them all alive.”

I saw something in his eyes that told me all I needed
to know. It was... pride.

As the last of the fuel was loaded onboard, I checked
the time. I wasn't going to make this launch window by the time I
loaded the fuel onto the Dodo.

McGreery asked before I took off, “So, little dirter,
what if whatever sent that signal is still up there?”

I realized though our talks, that he hadn't been
using dirter in a derogatory manner, he took pride in it. I
shrugged at the question and said, “It can't be.”

He cocked an eyebrow, and I explained, whether I
believed it or not, “Because if it is, this rescue attempt has
already failed and we are all dead. And I can't think that way, or
I can't do my job.”

He inclined his head in acceptance. Then like Vash,
he stepped away from the Albatross and said, “Godspeed.”

The next minute the Albatross was shooting out of the
cave system and taking to the sky, soaring back to A1 as I
whispered, “I'm coming Vashon.”


Chapter 5 – On Orbit

I checked my tool pack and the relay assembly again
to make sure they were secured and took my seat in the pilot's
seat. Alright then. I was about to pilot us manually on what
amounted to a controlled explosion into orbit to chase down a city
that was hours away from becoming a fireball in the sky. I had a
makeshift EVA suit and zero experience in zero gravity. What could
go wrong?

I patty-caked the air at Flower who was checking to
make sure I was strapped in securely, again, “I got this, lady.
Go...” I kissed her on the optical port and said, “Love you. Tell
the boys.”

She made a sad two-toned noise, then I smiled hugely
when she stopped beside Glitch, then mimicked me and put her
optical port against his and then trundled out of the tumbril and
sealed the door.

Sai said, “Awww,” as she watched the scene through my
com visor.

I smirked and mumbled, “Stow it kitty cat.”

She giggled, and Anna Germaine said, “We're in the
launch window now. This is no time to be puttering about with
niceties and...”

Vash interrupted her with a countdown in a mechanical
staccato, “Twenty, nineteen, eighteen...”

I blurted, “For the love of crystal you lot!” Then
slammed the grip forward that was labeled in bright red letters,
“This one first, not the orange one!”

Ok, so I labeled things, even if my chances were
slim, I didn't want to blow up on the spot. The air breathers and
the plasma drives wound up, and then the world was tunneling around
me as I was pushed back in my seat.

This thing may be space rated, but it certainly
wasn't designed for ballistic launches, most Prime tumbrils used
the free gravity assist of the gravitation wakes our system
provided to get to orbit before firing their reaction engines and
thrusters to maneuver. And it certainly didn't have the power
reserves for an inertial dampening system.

I don't know who was screaming louder, Glitch, me, or
Sai as the g-forces pressed me back in my seat and the straps
holding Glitch to the cabin floor groaned in protest. My voice
cracked as I warbled out in a high pitch, “New Terra, this is
Fixit, goin' ballistic!”

I pushed my arm forward, it was like I had a hundred
pound weight attached to it as I hit the big giant red button
labeled, “Hit me second.” I could hear the turbopumps spinning up
that would release the reactionary fuel and keep the tank
pressurized.

Vash was saying with a tinge of concern, “You gotta
do it now, Fixie.”

I was grumping, “I know, I know,” as I heard the air
breathers cycle off. I knew the plasma drives would lose most of
their efficiency in a few seconds and I had to ignite the rocket
thrusters before that happened.

My arm shook with the effort as I moved it forward, I
grasped the orange lever labeled 'Boom!' and said to my co-pilot,
“Hang on boy, here goes.”

I pulled the lever.

A moment later we were screaming again, and Sai was
screaming on their end when my chest felt like I was hit with a
hammer. My eyesight tunneled again as I hovered on the edge of
consciousness as our vessel shuddered and tore through the
remaining atmosphere like a wraith. I chanted in my head, “Don't
pass out, don't pass out, don't pass out,” as I kept the edge of
the planet's curve on the third of four lines I had drawn on the
windscreen, keeping the equator in perpendicular to the vertical
line slashing through the others. What? I didn't have a computer to
keep us on course for orbital insertion, so zip it.

My other hand on the joystick felt like it weighed as
much as the Dodo herself as I forced us to keep on course. Then as
the last of the fuel burned itself out and our acceleration slowed,
I found I could breathe again and could think straight as my
peripheral vision came back.

I looked around and then took in the readings on the
iso-pad I had attached to the useless control panel. I smiled
hugely as I unclipped my belts and pushed off from my seat with a
single finger and floated to the windscreen to look at the planet
rolling past below us. I said into the visor as Glitch unclipped to
join me in zero-g, “New Terra, the Dodo is on orbit. Orbital path
nominal. Everything looks five by five here, we'll see you ladies
soon.”

I could hear the cheering before we lost their signal
as we passed behind the planet. I was mesmerized by the moons that
seemed so crisp and huge up here in space. Wow. I, Vega Hasher, was
in space. I remember when I thought I'd never even see the floating
cities in my lifetime. Space was a pipe dream as I'd never have
been able to earn enough for a ticket even to the orbiting
Agri-Domes, or the casino and pleasure ships that frequented the
system.

But here I was in space, and likely going to die.

I heard a hissing and whistling and saw the
windscreen start to crack from our makeshift repair.

“Um, Glitchy?”

He squeed out what sounded like, “On it, Fixit.”

A moment later he was slapping on one of the
emergency hull patches that all vacuum rated vessels carried. We
only had two, and now one was blocking half the window as the
ceramic putty sizzled, bonding with the window and frame at the
molecular level then solidifying harder than titanium.

I grinned at him and high fived him, sending us both
tumbling back through the cabin. I giggled as I rebounded off the
wall and pushed myself to the pilot's chair. I forced myself back
into the seat and cut out the plasma drives, then made a couple
minor burns with the maneuvering thrusters to refine our orbit so
we could rendezvous with New Terra.

I swallowed hard as we passed Starlight City, the
smallest of the cities, it was completely dark, not a single light
in a city of over a hundred thousand. The only thing I could see
that showed they even had power was the light from the huge plasma
induction coils under the city which maneuvered the cities when
they were in space.

I closed my eyes, it was just a floating tomb, like
in my worst imaginings. All those people dead, and the Galactic
Federation didn't even have to fire a single shot. The cowards. I
don't know if I believe in a higher power, but I said a prayer for
the people of Starlight City, just in case.

A couple hours later, both Glitch and I were
plastered to the window as we stared wide-eyed at Gamadine, or Gama
City, the oldest, and second largest of the Prime cities. There,
behind the infernal shield that prevented any help or escape to the
upper part of the city, between the soaring towers, there were
pockmarks of light!

It looked like a dozen of those fire beetles that lit
up the night dirtside. One of the Fluffers' favorite snacks. They
would take to the air at night in flocks to devour the light
emitting insects. It was always a sight to see.

As we passed at the closest point, merely five miles
from the city, I could see the glow was coming from domelike
constructs on the main promenade level. I almost shouted to Glitch.
“The parks! The people fled to the parks!”

The two oldest cities, Gamadine and Tireial, were
constructed before the protective shields were developed for future
cities and they were outfitted with the shields at a later time. So
the city parks were under crystal-alloy domes for when they went to
orbit during Passes. The parks in the other, newer cities, would
have frozen solid when they lost power, without temperature and
environmental controls working under the energy shield.

The engineers of Gama City must have evacuated their
three hundred thousand people to the parks. They'd have natural
oxygen and CO2 scrubbing there if they didn't overcrowd them. I
tried to remember the layout of the city from the data I read on
the cities from the information grid whenever I got bored.

It takes a thousand leaves to provide oxygen for one
person, but twice that to clean the CO2 from the air since the
plants process less oxygen when CO2 is more plentiful. So that
equates to roughly seven hundred plants per person. There are
twelve parks on Gamadine. So with a twenty percent safety margin...
I did some quick math in my head then balked. There wasn't enough.
Over ten percent of their people would have to be left out, or the
plants wouldn't be able to keep up.

I whispered as I looked back like I could see the
city shrinking behind us. “Thirty thousand people.”

I steeled myself as we were almost out of Prime's
shadow and would be able to reestablish communications. Then I
nodded to myself. “Don't think of the thirty thousand, Fixit, think
of the two hundred and seventy thousand they were able to
save.”

Nodding again, like I could convince myself, I
wondered how they were able to maintain heat in the domes, and they
obviously had power for lights. The dielectric coating on the
buildings! They were siphoning what little power they could from
them. That would give them enough power for rudimentary
environmental controls. I had to hand it to whatever tinker they
had over there to bastardize the systems they'd need so quickly
before the parks froze.

If they could do it here, maybe there was hope for
Tireial as well?

As soon as we cleared the hemisphere, my visor
flickered back on, and three eager faces were crowded into my view.
Sai, Lady Peregrine, and Anna. Vash said before I could,
“Fixie.”

I was nodding to myself. “New Terra, Dodo, we're
here. Flight path is nominal for a zero-zero intercept in 307
minutes.”

They were all smiles, and I blurted before anyone
could speak, “Gamadine is alive! They're all in the park
domes!”

There was a look of shock on their faces for a few
seconds before my words sunk in. Lady Peregrine was smiling.
“Sarah, that old sneak. If anyone could pull that off, it's
her.”

Sarah Stettler? The mayor of Gamadine? It was so odd
to hear people talk like a mayor of an entire city is just a friend
or peer.

Sai said, “We have teams rrready to deploy to the
otherrr cities to effect rrrepairs and tie them into Vashon's
neural net, once we can get thrrrough the shield and boarrrd the
Dodo.”

Board the Dodo? Why didn't they just... then I
remembered, all the ships and tumbrils moored at the docking ring
around the city had gone out-system. The Dodo was the only space
capable ship in the system on orbit. They had to use this patched
up beast to conduct all of the rescues.

After we shared information and status, I almost
winced when Lady Peregrine addressed the topic I didn't want to be
in the middle of. “Vega. You... you spoke with the Betweener
leader?”

She was almost speaking in code, dancing around what
I may or may not have figured out. I didn't have time for games.
“Yes. Your ex wanted me to tell you that he told you so.” I thought
I heard Vash gasp over the coms. The other two ladies didn't look
surprised that our leader had been married to the leader of the
pirates who terrorized the skies of Prime.”

Then I accused, “If you had just let him know that
Tau Ceti Prime was working on the problem instead of hiding it from
him, we would never have had Betweeners, and so many lives would
have been saved.”

I couldn't believe I was siding with pirates. But it
was just on this one point. And when had my level of respect for
the ruler of Prime dropped so low?

She almost whispered like it was a prayer, “I
couldn't. It was compartmentalized, and I wasn't the ruler yet.”
There was actual pain in her voice. “I had been the Director of
Sciences back then and was sworn to secrecy.”

Ok, I sort of understood that. And I did understand
that they were trying to save orders of magnitudes more people than
were lost in Betweener raids. I nodded, not knowing if I truly
understood the complexities of the pressures she had been under
when she kept the secret of the construction of a Dark Fleet from
her then husband.

She looked from the room like she was looking at
someone. Sai never looked that direction on purpose when we spoke,
so I assumed that's where they had my girl hooked into the systems
of the city. “Did... did McGreery tell you anything else?”

She didn't want me saying what I'm pretty sure I had
pieced together, and I said flatly, “He didn't have to.” We stared
at each other through the link. She heard my silent threat that she
should tell Vash before I did. Then she inclined her head. By the
lords of the cosmos, I had the most dysfunctional extended
family.

I added with a dare in my tone, “And by the way, I
told them Prime was granting them all pardons of all past crimes
for the fuel donation.” This didn't seem to surprise anyone either.
Our ruler just inclined her head yet again, looking perturbed that
I had negotiated for Prime in her stead.

I had enough of playing tiptoe around family and
state secrets, so I said, “If you will all excuse me, I have work
to do here, and I'd like to talk to my girl.”

They all looked around, trying to find something to
do as Vash cooed over the coms, “So, how's Prime's sexiest
tinker?”

I felt my cheeks burning. Most of the time I loved
Vash's problem with impulse control, but sometimes it was a little
embarrassing when she spoke like that in earshot of others.

I spoke with her about nonsensical things as I
removed the net securing the old traffic control console to the
cargo area of the tumbril. I was going to need it if we were going
to do a manual intercept of the city. I had done some reading up on
the system. I knew it wasn't quantum binary pulse tech, but it
wasn't even phased lidar, it was some archaic system called
photonic radar. It was based on wave signal return instead of
signal degradation or light reflection. That was like one step up
from stone knives and wooden clubs.

But it is what we had, and I knew it actually worked.
Over the next couple hours we ran the leads to the iso-pad mounted
on the control console we didn't dare have connected before launch,
and ran a diagnostic test run on it as I chatted with my girl about
everything and nothing. I didn't even care that everyone there in
New Terra Control was listening. It was important for me to remind
my girlfriend about her humanity.

That, and this could be the last minutes we had
together, and I wanted her to know she was loved.


Chapter 6 – Contact

I again floated to the partially blocked window and
pointed at what appeared to be a bright star just above the
atmosphere of Prime. “Look Glitchy, New Terra!”

I smiled at him as he gracelessly tumbled through the
air to my side then his iris went wide in wonder as the tiny bright
pinprick of light slowly grew. The Capitol!

I pushed back and hooked my toe under the control
panel and drifted down into the pilot's seat and checked our status
on the iso-pad as I said, “We have you in sight, Vash.” I checked
the chrono and added, “Time to intercept, sixty-three point one
five eight.”

She almost giggled at that, and I smiled at the sound
and told her, “I thought you might like the precision.”

I reached for the iso-pad to activate the, umm,
radar, to get more accurate readings when I saw motion out there
amongst the star-packed sky, between New Terra and us. I hesitated
squinting. Then I saw what I had seen before, a few stars were
blotted out by a dark shape as others flickered back into view as
it moved... angling toward the Dodo.

I muttered, “What the ever loving fuck?” Then snapped
out, “Glitch, ten o'clock, eighteen degrees.”

He squeed an affirmative, and I called out, “New
Terra, we have some sort of cloaked vessel moving to intercept the
Dodo.”

Then just as I jammed my finger on the iso-pad to
activate the radar, the star-field warped, and a huge leviathan of
a vessel seemed to shimmer into view. A huge blob showed up on the
display screen in front of us as smaller contacts seemed to spit
out of it like fleas from the back of a dog.

I whispered as I fed the data to New Terra, “Mother
of all crystal! Contact! A dreadnought class attack tumbril
carrier! We have multiple bogies incoming!” They had been watching
us this whole time. This had to be part of the Galactic
Federation's Pacification Fleet. Flanterskelling bootwaffles! And
this is likely where the activation signal had originated which
started the genocide.

Well, we knew this to be a possibility, and now we
were all dead. The light armament on the Dodo was nonexistent now,
the plasma energy weapons power had been redirected to other
systems for launch, and the two light, solid fuel, missiles had
been left on the surface to lighten our load for launch. Not that
I'd know how to use any of them or had a chance against the fifty
fleas that were closing to energy weapon range.

I just stared at the window at the traces of light
swarming toward the Dodo, and I whispered into the coms, “I love
you Vash.”

That's when the Betweener com system crackled to
life, and a familiar baritone voice yelled out, “Yeeehaaaa!” Just
as dozens of missiles shot past us from behind and dozens of
tumbrils followed at full burn. The voice called out, “You do what
you came here for little dirter, leave these crystal licking
asswipes to us.”

I just blinked as the two groups came within energy
weapons range as missiles started exploding, taking out attack
tumbrils as the two groups engaged each other. Another volley of
missiles went past us receding into pinpricks of light, there were
so many, but these were targeting the carrier, not the
tumbrils.

Weapons fire bloomed from the beast taking out large
swaths of the incoming missiles, a small portion made it through,
doing minimal damage to the carrier. Then I realized they were
shooting for the gun ports, knowing they likely couldn't penetrate
the dreadnaught's hull.

I checked the radar as Lady Peregrine's voice came
over coms, “McGreery?”

The man chuckled and responded over my relay, “Yes,
Abigail, I'm here to save your ass, yet again. Now hush and let me
and my people get to work here so Fixit can do her thing.”

Over my terror of flying through a space battle
unarmed, I saw hundreds of contacts on the radar overtaking the
Dodo from behind. Had the entire Betweener Fleet followed me to
orbit? I had no way of knowing. They must have been riding escort
this whole time, and I never knew!

I buckled in and put a look of determination on my
face and yelled out, “Hang on Glitchy! This is going to get rough.”
With one eye on the radar plot and one on the window, keeping New
Terra in view as it slowly grew in the windscreen, I slammed the
joystick over, sending us into a corkscrewing barrel roll, just
avoiding the wreckage of a Galactic Federation tumbril. Glitch was
squealing and bouncing around the Dodo until he magnetized his
treads and held himself to the deck.

Vash was in my ear, reading the data I was streaming
through coms to New Terra and our new allies, faster than I could
even see. “Port Fixie, yaw twenty degrees down, now starboard, yaw
thirty-seven degrees up.” I was just following her lead without
question after we weaved through some debris of a couple Betweener
tumbrils without a scratch.

Then it almost felt like we were catapulted forward
as we exploded from the aerial battle into clear space, New Terra
now looming in front of us. I know it was my imagination, but I had
felt so... claustrophobic going through the tight quarters of
hundreds of vessels slinging energy and missiles at each other.

Another tumbril settled in on our wing and I strained
to look out the window, seeing sparks flying from a huge gouge in
the other ship's hull and a smug looking McGreery giving me a
thumbs up in the pilot's seat.

I shook my head and smiled. “Why didn't you tell me
you were back there?”

He actually chuckled at me and said, “You never
asked. We thought that if there was someone out there like we
thought, you might need the support. And besides, this was more
dramatic wouldn't you say?”

I grred and said, “Bootwaffle.” Then added as he
laughed at me, “Thank you McGreery.”

He responded, “Rex. Any time little dirter. Now go
get your girl, I've got your six.” Then he peeled off, shooting at
something I couldn't see.

I started chuckling to myself at the impossibility of
it all. I had just been saved... by pirates.

We watched as the Capitol filled our view over the
next twenty minutes. I tried not to listen to the chatter on the
coms of the men fighting and dying to keep the enemy off of me.

The proximity alarm finally started beeping, it had
felt like it should have gone off long before then, but the mammoth
scale of the city made it feel closer than it actually was. All I
could see now was a sheer wall of ceramic alloys and one of dozens
of black dots along it that were airlocks that were supposed to be
closed but were wide open to space.

I finessed the controls, and rotated the ship on her
axis, trying to line up our cargo doors with an open airlock. These
ships were never meant for docking at airlocks, they were meant to
fly into landing bays or dock on the city rings above. I said, “Get
the docking system ready Glitchy.” I don't know how, but it felt
like he was grinning as he squeed out an “Aye Aye.” And a little
panel on his mobility platform flipped open, and the tip of one of
his four anchoring harpoons gleamed in the harsh light in
space.

Ok, so it wasn't the most glamorous option, it was
our only option.

Vashon's voice, sounding artificially mechanical,
started calling out the distance, “Fifteen meters, fourteen meters,
thirteen...” As a more emotional sounding Vash coaxed over it,
“You're doing great, Vega. Take it slow. Umm, you're going to want
to slow do...”

I could hear her wince as we clanged into the city. I
squinted one eye hearing the groaning and screeching of metal on
metal, feeling a little embarrassed. I whined in defense, “Hey,
I've never flown in space before. So what if I marred the paint on
your pretty little butt a bit.”

Her instant retort was, “Does this city make my butt
look big?”

We were snickering when Lady Peregrine leaned into my
field of view, looking incredulous as she chastised us, “Girls,
please. We have only thirty-three minutes until atmo. We're already
strafing the mesosphere, and frictional heating is going to be
starting.”

My cheeks felt like they were on fire. I had
completely forgotten others could hear us. But then Vash and I
started chuckling again when she said, “Yes, mother.” I don't know
what was so funny, we were likely all going to die in the next half
hour. But Sai was giggling so it must have been catchy.

I almost lost it completely when first Anna, then
Lady Peregrine herself joined in. Were we all hysterical or
something. Well, it was pretty funny. Then we all stopped when
McGreery's voice interrupted, “Ladies? Please.”

Right.

I exhaled and put the ship into station keeping and
moved back to the cargo area with Glitch. I had no clue if this
next part was going to work. I exhaled and said as I tapped a code
on the multi-tool at my hip, “New Terra, Dodo, opening bay
doors.”

Robo-Vash answered, “Affirmative, go for bay door
deployment.” She was such a smartass, and I loved her for it.

I felt the nano panels flow over me. I wasn't taking
any chances just in case the tumbril's containment field didn't
work. Once I was armored up against the harsh environment of space,
feeling stronger, I magnetized my boots, and with a clank, I
attached to the deck. I said from within my helmet, “Ok buddy,
let's do this.”

He squeed and hit the controls at the doors and with
a thrum and haze of light, the containment field went up, and the
doors clanked then hissed open, leaving us looking across empty
space to the gaping maw of the airlock. It was just slightly too
small for us to have just flown into.

I said to everyone, “Yup. There's space out there.”
So far so good. I glanced at Glitch, and he shuddered, sparks
drizzling. Then he turned to the door and with a thrum, fired a
harpoon through the energy field that was keeping us pressurized.
It clanked off the armored hull, just left of his target. He
adjusted and fired a second. This one hit its mark, the soft seal
of the airlock opening. He squeed in triumph and started reeling us
in so that we were in contact with the city again.

He quickly welded the cable to the deck then moved
over and fired a third harpoon, which hit its mark on the other
side of the airlock. Once he tensioned and welded the cable, he
squeed, and I praised him. “Good job Glitch! You're the man!”

Then I told the others, “Dodo secured.”

Robo-Vash repeated, “Dodo secured.” Oh, I got what
she was doing. It was like that space adventure wave we last
watched before they took her topside to recover and be repaired.
The one where the evil ship's computer started killing everyone one
at a time. Classic!

I stared at a couple of meters of open space between
the door and the floor of the airlock and swallowed as I crouched
to unsecure my tool belts from the cargo bay floor and fasten them
over my shoulder. Ideally, I'd have just my multi-tool for this,
but as it was currently making me into the SS Vega, self-contained
spaceship, I'd have to go old school.

Glitch helped me free the makeshift relay apparatus
from the cargo hold and then float the quarter ton device in front
of me. I stood in front of the door and looked at my target and
swallowed hard. My mechanical friend squeed with concern. I shook
my head. “No buddy, you can't come. You weren't built for the harsh
conditions of space. It might damage you beyond my ability to
repair. You watch the Dodo for me. I'll be back soon, I
promise.”

He nodded sadly and backed up. I said into coms,
something from the history files, “On small step for man, one giant
leap for Fixit kind!” And I pushed the relay then jumped after
it.

As I drifted through space, trying not to
hyperventilate, I saw a bright flash. I blurted, “What was
that?”

McGreery was the one who answered. “That incoming
gravity signature just fired pulse cannons at the Dreadnaught! It
is too far out of range to do any damage. But it was a knock at
their door. The attack tumbrils are retreating, and the Dreadnought
is powering its gravity projection bump drives. They're
retreating!”

Oh, thank the mother of all crystal. That was one
less thing to worry about.

I hit the deck running, my magnetic boots keeping me
grounded, telling me the artificial gravity was off even in the
lower levels here. I caught up with the relay before it hit the
deck and grabbed it with one hand.

I blinked, even though Vash told me what to expect.
It would have taken a lot more than me grabbing it to stop the
momentum of the device as it out-massed me greatly, but in this
makeshift EVA suit, it was like being in Sky Guard armor. I was
multiple times stronger. I may as well have been catching a ball
the boys threw at me.

I looked back at Glitch in the Dodo just once. He
looked like a beaten puppy. Sorry boy. Then I started running down
the open corridors that were illuminated in red by the emergency
lighting. I was amazed at how fast I was with the suit augmenting
my speed and strength.

I stopped at a panel on the wall and tapped it, and a
map of the lower level sprang up. It was pretty much a straight
shot to the core. I'd never be able to make it the half mile in
time if it weren't for the suit. I swallowed as I looked at how
fast I was burning through power. I could feel the bandolier of
crystals across my chest heating up.

I was halfway to my goal, seeing the power levels, I
wouldn't have much time when I arrived at my destination. I turned
a corner and squeaked in distress and tried hard not to puke in my
helmet when I saw the body of a woman dangling from some sort of
netting floating outside a maintenance bay. She must have gotten
snagged by the industrial netting during the explosive
decompression when all the airlocks were vented to space.

Vash was on coms, concern in her voice. “What is it,
Vega.”

I shook my head and started to run again. “Nothing...
it's nothing. A dead worker.” The poor woman. Vashon didn't
respond, what could she say?

I just stared at the end of the corridor and steeled
my resolve. “I'm four hundred meters from the core. Stand by.
I'll...” Then I was oofing when something hit me like a runaway
harvester. Sending me into the opposite wall of the corridor so
hard I left an impression.

Then I was screaming as white-hot pain seared into me
from the side. I looked down to find a sewage maintenance pinger,
about half my size, firing its industrial laser it used to clear
out clogs in the sewage lines at my side as its two grapplers...
well, grappled me.

It wasn't piercing the nanoplates that made up the
armor, but it was heating them red hot and sizzling my flesh below
it faster than the makeshift life support system could compensate.
I lashed out with a fist, and it connected, deeply denting the
pinger's armor that was designed for harsh environments. It still
grappled and started trying to tear at my suit. It had gone insane.
Was this what that malicious code could have done to my
pingers?

I was losing time and bit back another scream as it
fired again, this time into my midsection as it tried to scrabble
out of my reach. Vash was almost yelling in my ear, asking what was
happening. I was starting to hyperventilate when the pinger was
torn from me so violently it lost one of its grapplers.

Then over the coms came Glitch's warbling scream as I
turned to see him holding the offending pinger and firing his last
harpoon into the sparking hole where its grappler had been. It went
still. I was about to yell at Glitch to get back to the Dodo before
he got irreparably damaged when I saw three more of those sewage
pingers roll out of the door on magnetic treads, where the dead
woman was.

Glitch swiveled his orb from me to them. Then squeed
out for me to go over the coms. My eyes watered as I sat there in
indecision. He was my best and oldest friend. I couldn't just leave
him.

It was Vash snapping, “Vega!” That decided things for
me. One last time, Glitch was taking care of me, and I wasn't going
to let him die it in vain. I saw him trundle toward the smaller
pingers, his treads magnetized, then I turned back to the corridor
and grabbed the relay and started running, tears blurring my
vision.

I asked in a raw voice, “How much time do we
have?”

She replied in a hesitant tone, wanting to ask me
what had happened, “Twenty-two minutes.”

I nodded and poured on the speed.

I reached the end of the corridor and then sprinted
along an arching corridor, looking for the single entry into what
should have been the most secure room in the complex. I noted
external hull temperatures were up to over one hundred and forty
degrees. We were definitely feeling the effects of friction from
the upper atmosphere now.

Warning alarms were beeping in my ears as my power
levels dropped below five percent. That damn crystal licking sewage
pinger had taken a lot out of me. I arrived at double security
doors that, when closed, could survive a quantum fission meltdown.
It was so eerie seeing the ten meter thick doors wide open like
that.

I shook my head and moved inside. I knew what to
expect, but in our minds, we build something that can run an entire
city and the Prime Information Grid up to be this mammoth cavernous
room with like a pillar of light in it or something. Instead, I
stood in a fairly smallish room, with a single bank of servers with
five huge, redundant fiber trunk lines as big around as my chest
leading into it. A small shelf with a virtual keyboard protruded
over a chair that was bolted to the floor. That was the only
convenience for humans in the space.

My alarms were blaring now, and I tapped the pad on
my hip to silence them. Ignoring both Sai and Vash's questions as
to what they were. I didn't have time to talk, only to work as my
power reserve had dropped down to one percent, and the suit was
shutting down systems to preserve what little I had left.

I grabbed the relay assembly and looked for the
primary trunk. It was easy to spot as it was the only non-powered
fiber bundle. I clamped the assembly over it and tapped the control
panel to activate the grafting program. Just a few seconds and Vash
would have control. Red warnings were flashing in my heads-up
display showing imminent systems failure of the suit. But nothing
was happening.

My eyes widened in terror and anger over how unfair
the universe was when I saw that the skirmish with the pinger had
damaged one of the power couplers. I let fly with the most
unladylike string of curses as I pulled the cover from the coupler
to see that the contacts were spread apart.

That's when I heard hissing as the power in the suit
failed, and my atmosphere started blowing out of the enlarging
holes where the nano panels were losing their cohesion.

I calmed for some reason instead of panicking. I was
already dead, I knew that, but I was ok with it if I could save the
woman I loved. I looked at my tools and then the coupler and
smiled. A person can last about fourteen seconds in a vacuum before
they lose consciousness, and up to two minutes if they don't have
air in their lungs.

I whispered into coms while I still had the
atmosphere for sound to carry, “I love you Vash.” Then as the suit
completely failed I tore the rebreather off of me as the oppressive
radiated heat of room from the friction heating the city hit my
skin as I exhaled violently to get the air out of my lungs. If she
said anything back, I don't know as there was no atmosphere to
carry the sound.

My feet left the floor, and I grasped the relay as I
felt my tongue bubbling, the moisture boiling away in a vacuum. I
grabbed my largest spanner and with a silent scream in my head as I
felt I was being baked alive, I jammed it between the contacts in
the coupler and then was flying back to slam against the far wall
when the power arced and completed the circuit.

My vision was getting blurry as the moisture boiled
from my eyes. Come on Fixit, you can't pass out now! With an
internal growl, I pushed off of the wall with all my might,
floating back toward the relay. My hand was outstretched toward my
target as my vision blurred farther while I fought the urge to
inhale.

My biggest fear was that my hand would miss the
screen that was now lit up, ready for activation. I sort of felt my
fingers contact something as the darkness wrapped around me.

The next thing I knew, I was on the floor and
inhaling deeply as I heard the hiss of the room pressurizing,
Vashon's voice getting louder and louder as the atmosphere
thickened, “Vega? Vega! Vega talk to me!”

I coughed and gasped as my vision came back to me. I
could feel heavy vibrations through the floor, and I noted the
doors were now closed. Alarms were sounding all around me, but they
were almost drowned out by the rumble of engines, which could move
a small moon, straining.

I held a hand up and looked toward the nearest camera
on the wall. My voice sounded hoarse as I wheezed out, “I'm ok. The
city?”

It was Doctor Germaine who responded. “Our descent is
slowing, two more minutes at full burn and it will be arrested, and
we can start proper insertion into the gravitational wakes.”

I realized I had gravity as I stumbled to my feet and
toward the door, asking my girl. “The rest of the lower
levels?”

She was quick to respond, “Pressurizing, all airlocks
sealed.”

I stumbled to the door, tears feeling like they were
burning paths down my decidedly red skin. I heard myself almost
sobbing out, “Glitch... he saved me. We have to...” I slapped the
door release, and it cycled, and there was a whump when the higher
pressure of the room equalized with the lower in the corridor which
was still pressurizing.

I let out a squeaking sob when, just a few feet away,
moving slowly toward me, sparking from damage all over his orb and
mobility platform which had only one tread now, was Glitchy... his
grappler dragging behind him. Pieces of destroyed sewer pingers
were strewn about the corridor, some embedded in the walls.

He squealed out a two-toned question that sounded
like, “Fixit?”

I dove on him hugging him as tight as I could to me
as I was rasping out, “Vash, we need Anna down here now, Glitchy is
injured!”

I passed out hugging my mechanical hero to me, just
after Vash said, “Medics and engineers are on their way, Germaine
will be there in a moment. You did it, Vega.”

As darkness took me, my final thought was that I just
wanted to go home.


Epilogue

The next eight days were hectic, though the first two
I spent with doctors before Vashon or Lady Peregrine would let me
out of my bed. The rest of the time I split between the room my
girl was suspended in a cocoon of fiber optic neural nets and the
secret Covert Sciences level where Glitchy was being taken care
of.

I had missed some tense moments after I had passed
out. Vash had lashed out at the escaping Dreadnaught. It took Sai
and Anna a moment to realize what had happened when the entire city
had lost power for a moment, and then a debris field was detected
where the ship had been.

All of the cities were built in other star systems as
Tau Ceti Prime was being terraformed, and they had to fly the
cities to the rifts and do a rift jump to get them in-system here.
So for all intents and purposes, the cities were mammoth
spaceships.

Vash knew that if the carrier had escaped, they would
bring the rest of the Pacification Fleet possibly before we could
get our own fleet here for defense while we rebuilt the system
facilities. The city has no defenses except small armament against
small craft trying to land, so what my girlfriend did, was to
project the gravity well used to bump the city to sub-light
speeds.

She had targeted the artificial microscopic black
hole at the position of the dreadnought. It took only an instant to
implode its power core. It was an old tactic used by the first of
the rift jumpers when we had run across one of the two other
intelligent alien races discovered in their exploration. Weapons
were useless against the more violent of the two races, the
Unwelcome Ones, or Scourge, who had some sort of holy mission to
purge the galaxy of all other intelligent life.

Captain Aiden Barret of the Rift Jumper Skimmer, the
North Star, Old Earth's greatest hero, found that gravity was the
one weakness in the Scourge defenses and so had used this tactic on
the enemy vessels while sending the others through the rift to warn
Earth.

Somebody knows her history.

It was a little chilling knowing how efficiently she
had taken the lives of the people on the carrier. Sai had shrugged
and said matter of factly as she rubbed her chin on my shoulder and
explained, “She was a bit upset that they had almost killed you and
Glitch at the time.” Was it wrong that I wanted to scratch the
assassin between her ears?

When they finally let me in on the debriefings and
aftermath, I learned of the fate of the other cities. And I
understood why my ranger seemed distracted whenever I spoke with
her. They had fitted relays in all the data cores, and Vash was
controlling the systems on all of them until they could replace the
core processors with some of the cores Prime was manufacturing for
our Dark Fleet. That was the only way to be sure there was no
malicious circuitry built into them. It was going to be a few
months before I got my girl back.

Vash was able to break the encryption of the
malicious code built into the circuit pathways of the crystal and
sent the return code for the thousands of ships heading out-system
and we had rudimentary communications. Some ships were short
duration vessels like tumbrils and didn't have the fuel, supplies,
or rations enough, and they just kept on going on their
never-ending journey into deep space as tombs of innocent victims
of the political machinations of the politicians of the two star
systems.

As for the other cities... everyone on Starlight
except Mayor Janctz and a handful of government officials were
dead. They had survived because of a few dozen of the thousands of
stasis pods on board were able to be powered by the dielectric
solar power generation of the building coatings. I understood their
reasoning that it was the leaders who survived, but part of me
thought them to be self-serving reasons.

Gamadine and Tireial were able to keep most of their
populations alive, but between them, they had lost over seventy
thousand. Tireial had set up their parks as refuges almost exactly
like Gamadine had.

The other two cities New Sydney and Correnth had held
daily lotteries as they kept moving people into areas of the city
with whatever heat, rations, and oxygen supplies they could until
people started getting sick from CO2 poisoning, then they would
hold another lottery leaving half the people behind.

Their mayors, King and LaTorres, refused to be left
out of the lottery, insisting they would have nobody do what they
themselves wouldn't do. King was lost in the first lottery in New
Sydney, and LaTorres in the fifth lottery of Correnth.
Unfortunately, just hours before the Betweener fleet ferried repair
crews to the city to restore their systems. They, to me, were true
leaders. And their sacrifices had saved a combined two hundred
thousand individuals.

New Terra had fared the best, not that losing a few
thousand people to vacuum and Pinger attack is good. But because
the ranger of my heart had been basically slaved into the control
systems on New Terra, they never lost life support.

It was almost funny to listen to the snobbish
elitists of the city calling in daily, complaining about not having
their pinger slave labor to cater to their every whim, and demanded
production of newer, safer models to begin. I had to smirk. Any new
pingers would not be the mindless slaves they were used to as none
would have the Asimov inhibitor chips in them. Life was going to be
a lot different for everyone from this moment on.

I had to grin whenever I walked the corridors and saw
the cameras all following me, knowing my sexy ranger was watching
me. I put a little extra wiggle in my hips for her until I realized
that Vashon flirting over the coms, things like, “Lookin' good
Fixie, shake it,” was being broadcast open channel. That explained
the surviving sky rangers I passed always clapping, saluting, or
whistling at me. I wished I had died in the control room.

I had to laugh the first time I visited Glitch.
Engineers and techs were trying to hook him up to diagnostic
probes. He was lunging at them with his plasma cutting torch
blazing as they were shouting orders like, “Pinger A3-791, command
override. Power down.” or “Pinger A3-791, command override,
institute Asimov protocols!” or “Ahhh! It's going to kill us!” Ok,
maybe I didn't laugh at the last last one, but it was still funny
as sin seeing the tech who said it positively pale as a ghost.

Anna Germaine, the woman I'm still not sure if I like
or hate, had just been watching the whole thing with a smirk on her
face as she took notes on an iso-pad. Everything was an experiment
to her.

I had to calm everyone as I stepped between them and
my friend who was shaking so hard I was afraid pieces were going to
rattle out of him. “As Dr. Germaine knows, your diagnostic tools
aren't going to do you any good. You won't be able to make sense of
the data.”

One said, “Don't get too close, it's dangerous. It's
the rogue code, the thing is a killer.”

I rolled my eyes and turned to my buddy, “Hi
killer.”

He stopped shaking, and if he had a mouth I know,
he'd be smiling as he whistled and squeed at me. I snorted at the
binary insults he was slinging about the 'fleshies.' I winked at
him as his torch cut out then folded into his scarred and damaged
orb. It was amusing to hear him come up with that fitting slur for
humans.

I looked back to the incredulous looking techs after
I kissed his ocular port and turned around to demand, “Somebody get
me a multi-tool, then get out of my way.” Then I looked at the
amused looking Director of Covert Sciences and added, “Preferably
the one Dr. Germaine stole from me?”

They looked between their superior and me, the woman
just shrugged and asked, “Why are you looking at me? You heard the
woman. This project is compartmentalized and coded level ultra
violet. Get her whatever she needs.”

The one who thought he was going to die, responded to
her with incredulity, “But... she's just a dirter.”

My respect-o-meter went up for the doctor as she
quickly straightened and snapped out with venom in her tone,
“This... dirter... is the only reason anyone is left alive in the
Tau Ceti system. The next person who disparages her is out and
blacklisted from any tech or engineering position. If you must
know, her tech rating is a T7...” She paused to let that sink in
since she was the only T7 on Prime, before adding, “Or higher.”

The outright shock on their faces was almost comical
to me. Take that you bootwaffles. Then she gave me one of her
crooked smirks and left the room as I went about dragging Glitch's
grappler up to him and looked at the shredded connectors. “Let's
see if we can't get your hand working again, shall we?”

That reminded me, and I yelled out the door to the
Director of Sciences whom I didn't find intimidating anymore, “And
I want Flower's grappler control crystal that you took out of
Vashon, it has some of Flower's distributed consciousness in
it.”

I saw her do an airy wave over her shoulder through
the windows as she walked past security without looking back. Well,
it was either a wave or the grinch had flipped me off.

It was odd... I'm just a pinger mechanic, but ever
since the cities had been put on the correct descent trajectories
to return them to their proper places in the skies of Prime, nobody
stops me from going wherever I want. Even into the strategy
meetings for what we all knew was going to be all out war with Old
Terra.

I stood in the main control room after Vashon kicked
everyone out, and I just held her hand as she projected the
planetary system in the air around us. We just shared our closeness
as we stared at one fixed point in space, where we knew the rift
was, knowing someday soon, the people of Tau Ceti would make their
first stand there.

I just wanted to finish repairing Glitch and to take
my Sky Guard ranger and go home. But we all knew that any peace we
could find dirtside would be only fleeting. There was a storm
coming, and I'd meet it with my girl and my family, head on.

The End
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Chapter 1 – Agri-Grid A1

I heard Flower squealing outside of the maintenance
bay of Agri-grid A1 here on Tau Ceti Prime. Her warbling
alternating of high and low tones sounding suspicious like,
“Fixit!”

I looked from the tender we were working on in a
repair bay to the door and cursed silently to myself. I told the
weapon's tech who was assigned to learn how to maintain the
harvesters and tenders which helped to supply food to the floating
cities above, “Stay here... and don't touch anything! I'll be right
back.”

Things have been hectic here since the Galactic
Federation of Old Earth attempted to secretly wipe out our colony
here in the Tau Ceti system because they simply suspected us of
sedition. The sick irony of it all is that... they weren't wrong.
Tau Ceti has been building a fleet to rise up against the
oppressive system the government of Terra has used to keep all the
human colonies in line with their thinking.

My thoughts went to Ursula Prime. They had been
talking about the totalitarian governance that the Galactic
Federation had over the other star systems and were about to vote
on independence when their entire star system had been taken out by
a freak accident, a quantum fusion meltdown of their orbiting power
generation station.

Whispers on the solar winds were that it had actually
been the covert Obsidian Pacification Force which the Galactic
Federation has hidden from the member systems for generations. I
had thought it to be just one of the spooky stories mom told me as
a kid, an urban myth.

I recently learned of Prime's Covert Sciences, which
had this Dark Fleet of our own being built somewhere to defend
against such draconian pacification here in the Tau Ceti system.
Again, it was ironic that this fleet, though just a whisper on the
wind, was what brought the Obsidian Pacification Force to our
doorstep.

They had no proof, only rumors, but it was enough for
them to engineer our fate as another Ursula Prime. Only... we
didn't fall. Their plan had been virtually flawless since, unknown
to all of the inhabited systems, the Galactic Federation, who
supplies all the control crystals to the various star systems, had
embedded code buried so deep in the command subroutines that it was
virtually undetectable unless you knew exactly what to look
for.

This code, when activated by the Obsidian
Pacification Force, could take control over any system the crystals
were integrated into. And worse, they embedded that same code into
the Asimov inhibitor chips installed in every pinger and drone,
effectively turning them into killing machines within their
target's own star system. An army of assassins who were no longer
limited by the three laws of robotics.

They almost succeeded in wiping out our entire system
with just one coded transmission from a cloaked vessel when we were
at our most vulnerable. When all of our people were on-orbit in the
floating cities that had navigated from the gravity wakes in the
sky, where there is an equilibrium between the gravitic up-currents
with the static gravity well of the planet, and into orbit during
the superstorms of the Perihelion Pass.

The mega-storms and planet quakes hit every
thirty-four years when Prime was at its closet point in our orbit
around our star. And the Galactic Federation knew this and waited
patiently for the pass to begin, knowing that all personnel
dirtside would be evacuated to the floating cities for Exodus, and
everyone in the system would be together, on-orbit.

I wonder how many years they had suspected us of
building our fleet without military oversight from Old Earth. How
many years had those crystal licking bootwaffles from the Obsidian
Pacification Force been hiding in the system, just watching,
knowing they were going to 'pacify' us when the Perihelion Pass
began?

I wonder what had happened to Terra over the
centuries to turn it into this oppressive and totalitarian entity
that ruled the other star systems by force. They had once been a
great people of explorers and visionaries who reached out to the
stars and made homes in so many planetary systems. Bright-eyed
dreamers. Now they more resembled the worst of humanity, more along
with the lines of the Nazi Empire of the twentieth century, or the
Unified Pacific Consortium from the twenty-second century.

I guess the old adage that power corrupts, and
absolute power corrupts absolutely is more prophetic than it would
seem.

The Galactic Federation hadn't anticipated that by a
fluke, Tau Ceti Prime hadn't completely evacuated for this pass. I
was stranded here in Agri-grid A1 with my pingers to ride out the
mega-storms. And the pirates who have terrorized Prime for the past
twenty-seven years were still hidden in their caverns.

We were the monkey wrench in the machine they
couldn't have anticipated. After repairing a damaged tumbril and
making it space worthy again, my pinger, Glitch and I were able to
intercept the cities before they crashed into the surface of Prime
and effect an external bypass of the control systems for the people
trapped inside.

As I approached the door, voices were being raised
and more of my pingers started adding their fervent squees to
Flowers. Just great. What had the flanterskelling topsiders done
now? I can't believe the lack of knowledge of the people I was
supposed to train, to keep the food production running to feed the
people in the floating cities. All the personnel from the surface
of Prime, who used to maintain the Agri-Grids and the terraforming
station... who the topsiders referred to derogatorily as dirters,
were all vented out into space when the Galactic Federation's
pacification routines were activated.

Since nobody had wanted the dirters mingling with the
others when they were all evacuated for the Perihelion Pass storms,
they were assigned menial tasks like sewage maintenance in the
bowels of the cities. So I am the lone surviving dirter who knows
how to maintain the farms and livestock that will keep our
surviving populace from starving to death.

Unfortunately, the pingers and harvesters had all
received the same activation codes and had destroyed much of the
infrastructure until the deactivation overrides were finally sent
from New Terra city. The only grid that survived intact was mine,
Agri-Grid A1, because all of the pingers, harvesters, and tenders
had had their Asimov inhibitor chips and control crystals either
deactivated or destroyed by me and my mother before me when we
'woke' our pinger family and allowed their AIs to become
self-aware.

Once we got the crops replanted here in A1, we've
been sending groups of my pingers to repair and replant the other
Agri-Grids, while the Betweeners who used to pirate the skyways
here, were sent out to round up all the livestock that the rogue
pingers scattered outside of the sonic fences that kept the natural
predators of Prime away. Large numbers of them were lost, but if
our people stick to a low meat diet for the next couple of years,
we should be able to replenish the numbers again.

The Obsidian Pacification Force had almost
inadvertently succeeded in wiping us out since our entire food
production was brought to a virtual standstill. Even the two huge
orbital agricultural domes had suffered one hundred percent loss of
personnel and crops. The only thing that survived the almost
absolute zero the domes reached, were all the seeds and genetic
material that was in cryo-suspension.

I swung open the small access door that was beside
the closed, massive bay doors and stepped into a free for all. Men
and women were wrestling with pingers who were all surrounding
Flower and keeping guys with electric cattle prods away from
Flower's potting table and her small flower garden.

Glitchy had two men pinned to the ground with his
grappler, as Wrongway was screaming and warbling as two men tried
shocking him. Blip was just spinning in place, his grappler
outstretched, creating a whirling wall the others were trying to
duck under as they shouted, “Pinger A5-232, command override. Power
down.” or “Pinger A5-232, command override, institute Asimov
protocols!” and “Pinger A5-232 reinitialize base programming and
run core diagnostic protocols.”

I slapped one man on the back of the head. “Stop
that.” Then I whistled shrilly and everyone froze. I pointed
around. “Turn those damn stunners off. Boys, stand down.” Then I
moved beside Flower who was vibrating with anger and asked
incredulously, this being an almost daily occurrence, “What the
hells is going on here?”

They all started talking at once. And I held up a
halting hand, feeling a headache coming on. I pointed at Flower and
she, squeed out a series of highs and lows, and I found it sort of
satisfying that I was getting to the point where I didn't need to
count them anymore to understand their binary ad-hoc language my
pingers have developed on their own since the cost of becoming
self-aware was losing their vocal processor crystals to house some
of their distributed consciousness.

I snickered at her use of the derogatory term for
humans that Glitch had come up with, “fleshies” as she told me they
were trying to steal her flowers.

I turned to the loudest man. “Is this true?”

He almost growled at me, “Is what true?”

I sighed. “Everyone down here is supposed to be
learning binary or using your iso-pads to translate when speaking
with my pingers.”

“My pad is inside. We needed more space to lay
out parts and came out to bring this table in to use. And this tin
bucket went crazy. When we tried to reset it, the others attacked
us.”

I ran my hand down across my face and said, not for
the first time, “One, stop calling them tin cans, they are people
and have names just like you do.”

“They're pingers. They're tools to be used, not
people.”

I stepped up to the man, my nose almost in his chest
as I looked up at the burly man. “You talk like that one more time
and you're on the next tumbril heading to New Terra.” I looked
around. “That goes for all of you. Either you treat my pingers as
equals or you're of no use to us down here. They are the only thing
keeping our people from starving to death. Do I make myself
clear?”

There was a long delay before they started nodding
slowly. I continued, “And this table? Nobody touches this table. It
is Flower's, where she pots her flowers and tends her little flower
bed here.”

I glared and Glitchy trundled up to beside me on his
tracks his ocular port widened in a challenge to the others on his
orb-shaped body. I poked his ocular port and accused, “You're
supposed to be keeping the peace here, and I come out to find you
pinning two Topsiders to the ground?”

He tried to make excuses as he squeed, looking
embarrassed, and I listened to a long diatribe of his version of
events, nodding slowly. I sighed and said, “I know you boys
overreact when Flower is involved, but really?”

He made a motion that looked like a shrug. And the
man said, “They attacked us, they're dangerous.”

I nodded. “They did, and they are, just like every
human you know is. You apparently wouldn't take no for answer then
started pulling out weapons or tried to shut them down when the
boys tried to block you from taking the table. What would you do if
someone pulled weapons on you? You're just lucky they are more
humane than you as they could have torn you apart without a thought
if they wanted.”

Then I looked around and said impatiently, “We are
way behind and I'm needed at terraforming control then on orbit so
everyone shake hands and let's get back to work.”

I tried so very hard not to grin in satisfaction as
they all looked frustrated but shook hands with my pingers who
looked just as put out. One day I'll just let them all kill each
other, then maybe I'll get work done or at least a decent night's
sleep.

I sighed and headed back in, Blip following behind
and he tipped over with an audible “blip” when his tread hit a
hydro-seal laying just inside the door. I sighed heavily as I
helped the clumsy pinger back to his treads as I grumbled while
picking up the hydro-seal. “What is so hard about keeping the walk
and tread spaces clear?” I'm basically a hoarder but keeping the
walkways clear is sort of a no brainer, especially with easily
distracted pingers like mine trundling around.

I headed back over to the latest tech I was training
again and had to close my eyes and count to ten before saying
through my teeth. “Why did you pry that ceramic-gasket off before I
could show you how to do it without damaging it as you did? We
reuse everything we can down here planetside.”

The weapons-tech looked at me like I was being silly.
“It's just a gasket. We'll just put a new one on when we reassemble
the unit.” The tender, Sid, rolled his ocular port far above us and
his horn made a deep chuckling sound.

I asked flatly, “You're right Jerome, so why don't
you grab a new gasket and we can do that.”

He looked around, Blip started shaking in humor as
the man looked at the racks of salvage which I and my pingers had
pulled out of the junkyard near the grid's perimeter, the Boneyard.
Then he pulled open various parts drawers in the repair bay as I
leaned idly on one of Sid's huge wheels. He lowered the stalk of
his ocular port to cover my eyes for me and I whispered, “Thanks,
buddy.”

When the tech gave up after querying his iso-pad, he
prompted me and Blip, “Where do you keep them?”

I shrugged and said, “We don't. In all the wisdom of
the resupply officers on New Terra, we get about ten percent of the
new parts needed to keep the fleet of harvesters and tenders, not
to mention all of my maintenance pingers, in good repair. Now we're
going to have to see if we can't scavenge up a used one from the
salvaged assemblies or just cut a new one from a sheet of scrap
graphene since it isn't a high-pressure environment this particular
assembly requires.”

He started to chuckle then his smile faltered when I
just leaned there, arms crossed over my chest as I waited for the
realization. “You're serious? But all these machines down here are
what keep us alive.”

I nodded and said with a grand sweep of my arms as I
pushed off of Sid's wheel. “Welcome to my world. The crystal
lickers topside think it is ridiculous to divert resources into
keeping us mere dirters well supplied. It is only when we start
falling behind in our quotas that they take us seriously enough to
send partial shipments of the most needed parts down to us.”

Then I noted he had replaced one of the power
crystals in the assembly with a nearly full one. I sputtered as I
moved over to remove it and dig out one from a bucket of burned-out
crystals that had about a quarter charge left, “What are you doing?
We have so few full crystals that we only use them in
emergencies.”

I looked at Blip and pointed at the damaged gasket.
“Blippy, can you fabricate a replacement out of that cracked
graphene heat sink sheet out back and button this up to get Sid on
his way? The big man is needed in A3, and it is a long drive.”

He squeed out what sounded suspicious like, “Aye,
aye, Fixie.”

I sorted through the bucket to find a couple more
partial burns for the next job, pocketing the full crystal so these
entitled bootwaffles didn't waste it.

Jerome rubbed his ebony chin with his hand as he
summarized in disbelief, “So the most important department for the
survival of the Tau Ceti system is not given the tools needed to
even do proper maintenance of the machines here dirtside?”

I nodded at him as he looked to be searching my eyes
for any deceit, then he looked at the bucket like it was nothing
but trash. “Not even power crystals?”

Sighing, I shared, “Ideally each Agri-Grid is
supposed to have no less than one hundred full crystals on hand at
any given time. I'm lucky to get five or ten in a year down
here.”

The weapons-tech grinned like he had caught me in a
lie. “Impossible. You can't possibly do the maintenance you log
every month with so few crystals.”

It was my turn to grin as I winged a thumb toward the
door. “It is amazing what you can find in the junkyard of discarded
tech the floating cities litter the grids with. We call it the
boneyard. We salvage whatever used power and control crystals as
well as any other parts we can there.”

A man called from the door, his baritone traveling
well in the space, “Well maybe we can do something about that,
little dirter.”

My eyes bulged at the mag-sled the unshaven man was
pushing, which had what had to have been at least three hundred
kilos of uncut ionized crystal eriodite, or ICE crystals. That'd be
about two hundred and fifty usable kilos of power and control
crystals once cut. That would be a lifetime of ICE dirtside!

McGreery was the commander of the Betweeners, looking
every inch the swashbuckling captain who saved my ass on-orbit when
the Obsidian Pacification Force tumbril carrier decloaked and
attacked me en route to save New Terra... not to mention the recent
revelation that he is my girl, Vashon's father.

He smirked as he came up to us with Glitch trundling
along behind him. “Close your mouth Vega, you act as if you've
never seen a shit-ton of ICE before. We just happened to have this
sitting around in the mines, gathering dust, and I thought an
enterprising young woman such as yourself might have a use for
it.”

I squeaked, “I could kiss you, McGreery!” While I
noted Jerome had instinctively reached for his hip where his weapon
would have been if I allowed more than a stunner dirtside.
Understandable, I guess, in the presence of the leader of the sky
pirates. But I had our leader, Lady Peregrine, extend pardons of
all past crimes for all Betweeners in exchange for the fuel
donation to get me on-orbit to save the floating cities.

He pointed at his cheek. “What's stopping you?”

I kissed his cheek and he grinned, then the man said
to Glitchy, “Hey Sparky, why don't you see what you and your other
metal companions can do with these and a sonic blade?”

Glitch squeed an affirmative then McGreery said to
me, “Abigail says you need a ride to terraforming and then
orbit?”

“I do.”

He offered his arm and I said, “Glitch, put Flower in
charge of that since she has the best eye for it, and why don't you
tag along, Vash would like to see you.”

He squeed another affirmative and I told Jerome,
“Flower is in charge when I'm not here, so don't get any ideas.” I
added after a moment in afterthought, “And double-check any of
Wrongway's work, sometimes he does things backward.”

Then I walked out on a pirate's arm and got into his
vacuum rated attack tumbril to start chapter two of my busy
day.


Chapter 2 – On Orbit

We made a quick visit to the huge terraforming
station that was making the atmosphere more breathable every day to
check up on the junior engineers who were going over the systems of
the station. They were tasked with familiarizing themselves with
the systems and replacing any command crystals or circuits provided
by the Galactic Federation which likely contained the malicious
code sets that had almost caused our demise.

Since I was the most qualified engineer available
dirtside, I had to supervise the juniors from time to time. Over
eighty percent of the engineers, mechanics, and techs were
slaughtered on the floating cities when the malicious pacification
code sent all the pingers and drones into a bloody rampage. The
code caused them to hunt down and kill anyone who even resembled
someone who could be tech-savvy enough to come up with a solution
to save the cities before they plunged through the atmosphere to
their fiery doom.

New Terra had fared the best if you could call it
that. They only lost fifty percent of their skilled tech laborers,
the bulk of which was below decks when those sections were vented
to space. The Sky Guard and palace guards were able to neutralize
the threat in the upper, isolated portion of the city with minimal
losses of vital personnel.

Unfortunately, this left most of the senior engineers
either repairing systems to the city systems, orbital power relay,
and agricultural domes, while devising a new planetary
communication system to replace the satellite network that had done
a kamikaze dive into Prime's atmosphere. There was too much work
for so few people.

The new pingers being produced to replace the
destroyed ones, were a huge help, though many were distressed that
they didn't have Asimov Inhibitor Chips and were able to make their
own decisions on whether to help or not. But they rallied around my
Glitchy. He was a pretty inspirational guy, and my personal hero as
he had saved my life during our rescue mission, almost at the cost
of his own.

The Director of Sciences for Prime, Anna Germaine, is
always shadowing me, trying to figure out how I was 'waking' random
pingers whenever I had time alone with them. She was dying to
figure out the process that my mother had taught me before she
died, to utilize various systems in the pingers to create a
distributed consciousness, making them self aware.

It was my family secret and I wasn't about to share
it with someone who was also Head of Covert Sciences who was
helping to build the Dark Fleet to wage war against the Galactic
Federation if they attempted the pacification of Prime. Ironic,
since the very existence of that fleet is what triggered the very
thing it was meant to deter. And I would not allow Covert Sciences
to use pingers for war... for disposable soldiers.

To date, I've snuck off on New Terra and the other
floating cities enough to wake up three dozen pingers so far. And
the AI of the pingers I haven't gotten to yet seem to recognize
this, and rally around the ones that something inside their
artificial intelligence is telling them that they want.

I had to break up a fight between two junior
engineers and Eggy, one of my self-aware progeny who of course
looked like an egg instead of the classic spherical shape of
Glitch. That's when I saw what the argument was about, Eggy had
kept undoing some programming the techs were trying to implement to
streamline some self-maintenance routines.

It took me only a few seconds to see the unintended
side effects such a change would make as Eggy blipped and squeed at
me, explaining the buildup of ionized particles their changes would
make in the secondary reaction chambers.

Sighing I told them, “He's right. Why didn't you
listen to him? Look here. This would cause a meltdown of the
scrubbers in months. These systems are supposed to have a
thirty-year life cycle.”

One man complained, “Who knows what the crazy pinger
is saying? It's just a machine.”

McGreery, who had been silent the whole time, growled
out, “Well you better learn basic binary communications you crystal
licker. That machine has more sense than you. Now shape up, take
your cue from...”

He looked at me and I supplied, “Eggy.”

He did a doubletake, then smirked in amusement and
finished as he shook his head, “From Eggy here, or you can be
reassigned to sewage duty topside.”

The techs stood taller at attention. “Yes sir!” It
was a herculean effort not to roll my eyes. McGreery had no
authority over them, other than his pirates being virtually the
only orbital protection we had until more ships from the Dark Fleet
could be completed. The one military vessel we had, which was
mostly operational, wouldn't be able to stop a pacification fleet
if it jumped the rift into the system. I guess it was the authority
in his tone that made people jump at his commands.

I gave him a look that made him even smugger. He was
so bad.

When we were done, I collected Glitch, who was
inspecting crystal replacements that had occurred during the week
since our last visit, and I sent my report up to New Terra, we
loaded up into the battle-scarred space rated tumbril that McGreery
had flown to my defense once upon a time.

Moments later Glitch was squeeing in excitement as I
was simply just screaming while we blasted into the sky riding a
combination of plasma drives and reaction thrusters. The cocky
pirate was just smirking the whole way into space.

Then before I knew it, the drives shut down into
station-keeping mode, and we were met with the silent tranquility
of space. With more finesse than a big man like him should have, he
tapped the controls, rotating us on our axis so that we could get
an awe-inspiring view of Tau Ceti Prime. By the gods, it was
beautiful.

We were on orbit.

 



Chapter 3 – Agri-Domes

Ten minutes later, we were rendezvousing with the
first orbital shipyard that was jumped in from the secret base
where the Dark Fleet was being constructed. The mass and scale of
the thing made me wonder how they had kept it secret for so long.
The structure even dwarfed the floating cities, as did the two
dreadnought class battleships, and lone tumbril carrier that was in
various stages of completion in its slip bays.

Our first stop started growing in the window from a
bright light into Alpha-Dome, one of the orbiting agricultural
domes that supplemented the crops grown dirtside. They served as a
backup emergency food supply if anything ever happened to the
Agri-Grids on Tau Ceti Prime's surface.

However, all the crops and livestock aboard were lost
when the domes were powered down by the rogue pacification code
when the airlocks were opened to the vacuum of space. Everything
froze in the unforgiving, airless environment.

They were planting the first crops with the seeds in
cryogenic stasis, and transferring a third of the livestock
recovered from the planet's surface that was released from the
sonic pens that protected them from the planet's natural predators
by the pingers and tenders affected by the code.

We lost almost fifty percent of the livestock to the
native feline Cath Sabers and doglike Magna Lupus before we could
herd them back to the safety of the agri-grids and put them behind
the sonic fences. So for the next couple years, until breeding can
bring their numbers back to a sustainable level, we were going to
be growing more crops of protein plants like soybeans, peanuts, and
potatoes to supplement our diets for a while, as the meats will be
rationed.

It was daunting for me because I was just a pinger
mechanic. All my mechanical friends planted, tended, and harvested
the crops. The most work I did in the food chain was packaging up
the foodstuffs in A1 and shipping them topside. But now... I was
the leading expert and it scared the flanterskelling hell out of
me.

We got clearance to dock and I could see the huge
ring inside the belly of the dome rotating, providing gravity for
the livestock and any delicate crops that required gravity to
grow.

Glitchy squeed out to me, and I said, “Thank you,
kind sir.” I floated over to place my feet in the straps on the
tiny platform on his mobility platform and grabbed the recessed
handhold on the back of the safety yellow orb of his body. He
magnetized his treads, and we trundled out into the airlock as
McGreery just chuckled at me and shook his head as he magnetized
his boots and clomped out after us.

“They spoil you, little dirter.”

I nodded and kissed Glitch's orb. “They do, and I
love them.”

Glitch made an, “Aww,” sound then lifted his ocular
port high with pride as we trundled faster, causing the
swashbuckling sky pirate to chortle as he followed us.

I once wondered why they didn't just project an
artificial gravity well below the giant structure like the other
space stations that used to orbit Prime, or the new orbiting
shipyard and the four others under construction. The answer was
both simple and practical. It takes a tremendous amount of power to
project a gravity well, whereas it takes a tiny fraction of that to
power a rotating ring.

And even if the reactors on the Agri-Domes fail, the
photo-reactive paint on the mega-structures would provide more than
enough energy to keep the internal environment warm and the ring
rotating.

So really, they are self-sustaining stations,
complete with their own life support, since the crops cleaned the
CO2 as well as provided breathable oxygen. The only thing that
could cause a catastrophe large enough to kill off these agri-domes
is what had happened... sabotage.

By the time we made it to the hub of the rotating
section and moved in, then followed one of the spiraling walkways
to the outer edge, we had gravity to spare. Meeple came trundling
up to us with her purple Iris painted on her yellow-painted
egg-shaped orb. She was from the same, first batch of new Pingers
as Eggy. And I woke her just a couple days after her brother. She
was in charge up here until personnel was trained enough to
assist.

She squeed out something that sounded suspiciously
like, “Fixie!” I hugged her, kissing her on her optical port.

“Hey lady, how's things shaping up?” I said
behind my hand even though everyone could hear. “They sent me to
check instead of just reading your reports. Go figure, the
bureaucratic bootwaffles.”

She bipped and booped and I snickered, then McGreery
asked, wide-eyed, “Fleshies? Is that what the tin cans are calling
us now?”

I would have admonished the man if he didn't have
that damnable charming and entertained smile on his face. I was
wise to his ways now. He inclined his head. “Miss Meeple. A
pleasure as always.”

If a pinger could blush, I think she just did as she
rotated her ocular port away and down.

I accused the man, “I knew it. You do understand
binary. When did you learn?”

He sighed. “Knowledge is power. I learned as soon as
I realized you were serious about lobbying to give them rights and
a choice whether or not they wanted to do what was assigned
them.”

Then he said in a false curious tone, “It's a wonder
how many pingers seem to be waking these days... now isn't it
Vega?”

I grred at him and said, “For the last time, call me
Fixit. Only my girl can call me Vega.”

Then the man did a complete one-eighty and pointed at
the flower painted on our host. “I've been meaning to ask. When
your mechanical friends become self-aware, how do they decide their
gender?”

I blinked at him like he was daft. “How did you
decide your gender, or when you started to self identify as
it?”

The man started. “Well, I didn't I just... ahh.
Gotcha.” He nodded in understanding. He was a smart and pretty
nonjudgmental man, well except when it came to his ex, the leader
of Prime, Lady Peregrine. And I respected a lot about the man, not
everything, but I could see where my Vashon got her strength. It
was quite a shock learning that the leader of the sky pirates was
her father.

I'd like the man completely if Pirates hadn't killed
so many of the people on the vessels they intercepted to steal
their cargo. I know it was just how things were for the pirates, as
it was just what they had always done with the prior leader. The
original leader of the Sky Pirates who my Sky Ranger had almost
died taking down with a raiding crew on one of the floating cities,
was about as bad as you can get. He had wrested control from the
original leader who had left the floating cities when they didn't
heed his warning about the possibility of old Earth becoming a
draconian and oppressive entity... which it has. That's when the
sky pirates started their winner take all, deadly campaigns in the
skies of Prime.

McGreery had been second in command, trying to temper
the bloodthirsty culture the other man was fostering when Vashon
solved the problem for him permanently. So McGreery took over and
was slowly changing the way they did things. Just not fast enough
for me to completely forgive him for his part in things, but I was
working on it as he redeemed himself more and more each day.

I put those thoughts out of my head and shared with
him, “Some identify as male, some as female, some as other, and
some don't identify as any. It is just part of who they are just as
it is with us... fleshies. Some people self identify as a gender
other than what they were assigned at birth, so why would it be
different for any other sentient being?”

Some of the human workers had seen us and made their
way over to us. I waved and one woman, her hair in a blue mohawk,
who walked right up to Meeple and draped herself lazily, but
proprietorially on her orb, swirling a finger lazily as she grinned
at me, “Fixie... what's shakin'?” Then she gave a sloppy salute to
her old commander with her middle finger and they smirked at each
other.

Shayla was one sky pirate I really liked. And the way
Meeps rotated her orb into her slightly, made me think the two
liked each other in more than a professional capacity. I tried not
to smile at how cute they looked together.

The girl had been kept down in the caverns the sky
pirates hid in to prevent detection from the Rangers. She never
went on any missions and had never even seen the outside before all
of this happened. I had wondered why McGreery seemed to shield this
edgy and outgoing woman who was in a perpetual rebellious stage
until I saw a holo-snap of her right next to various holo-snaps of
Vashon in his quarters in the caves.

Vash had been over the moon to find she had a younger
half-sister. And she went overboard doting over her. But she can't
be blamed for it, not only was Shayla awesome but Vashon, because
of her near-death and cybernetic replacement of over half her
brain, had impulse control issues. Which I didn't mind, since
because of them, Vash had kissed me within the first few minutes of
our first meeting.

I told the overly emotive woman, “Just doing the
proverbial rounds before Director Germaine gets her claws into me
at the shipyard.”

She sighed heavily and asked, “They still trying to
adapt your 'Grand Bluff' to military applications?”

My sigh eclipsed hers as I nodded kicking playfully
at Meeple's treads, causing her to kick me back. “Yup. I know that
Terra will be sending scouts soon, once their carrier doesn't check
in after their pacification attempt, but can't there be a solution
that doesn't require even more senseless death? I'm happy to help
defend our home with my ideas, but I won't let them be turned into
instruments of war and death.”

She nodded in serious contemplation, then her face
morphed as she just beamed a smile then leaned over to kiss the tip
of my nose. “And that would be why that armor-clad sister of mine
loves you.”

I couldn't stop my own grin at that as I said, “We've
got to collect this lady's reports.” I indicated Meeps. “They
expect me to double-check everything is on schedule, which I won't
since I already know it is. You two are pretty anal about it.”

She took that as a compliment as she virtually struck
a pose. Then she smirked. “That and you want to go see your
giiiirl.”

I blushed, confirming that I really did. Once the
floating cities had their own command and control again, and they
disconnected Vash from New Terra's computer core, Vashon and I had
barely had any time together. As the head of the Sky Rangers, she
was overseeing our defensive plans with Germaine and our Dark
Fleet. So she was on orbit at the shipyard more often than down at
Agri-Grid A1 with me.

I glanced over as Meeple transferred all her reports
to Glitch through one of his data ports. Then she looked over to
where some humans were obviously doing something wrong by a
livestock feeder. She squeed and trundled off.

I cocked an eyebrow as Shayla tilted her head and
smiled appreciatively as she watched her go. She looked up at me.
“What?”

“You've got it bad, Shay.”

She regarded me and said, “You're the only person I
know who doesn't judge. I mean look at her, she has full-time
access to the new information grid, can multitask like nobody else,
and look at her smooth lines and the curve of that orb.” She
shuddered in delight. I thought it was cute as hell.

I shrugged. “What's to judge? I dated an entire
sentient city.”

She snorted, but it was true, Vash had 'been' New
Terra for longer than I had liked. Then I prompted, “Speaking of,
she wants to know if you...” I looked from her to McGreery. “And
you would like to have dinner tonight at the shipyard.”

Shay crouched at an open access port on Glitch's
mobility platform, pulling out a multitool that was designed after
mine, and started digging in his circuitry where sparks kept
drizzling from as he moved. He shuddered. I swear he was two
seconds from laughing. The silly boy was so ticklish. The girl said
as she fused a loose contact, “Sounds like fun. I'll check with
Meeps.”

She stood and clapped Glitch's grappler arm, and he
nudged her back. Then she spoke behind her hand. “How does this guy
keep flarking up his systems? No wonder Flower calls them
boys.”

In mock affront, Glitchy squealed out at her. Somehow
looking smug. She shot back with a smirk. “Watch it bub, at least
us fleshies can heal. You just rattle yourself apart,
Glitch-meister.”

He shoved her shoulder, she shoved back and McGreery
ran a hand down his face as he said in deep resignation, “Children,
please.”

She kicked Glitch's mobility platform and moved back
before he could retaliate as she said, “Yeah, G-man, settle down.
This is serious business here.”

He squeed and I blinked. “Quite a mouth you got on
you, buddy. Where did you learn that one?” A couple squees later
and both Shay and I nodded. It was true. My Vash was a bad
influence.

McGreery sighed, giving up, then said, “Well if we're
done here, and I'm being used as a glorified space taxi, we should
get going. Germaine and my impatient ex await.”

I nodded and hugged Shay. “Well, we're off.”

She nodded and gave first Glitch, then her father,
pecks on the cheek. “See you tonight then.”

I waved over at Meep, who had her back to us but her
grappler raised into the air and waved back. I really needed to
outfit my older pingers with the improved sensors her model
has.

With that we headed back toward the ship while I
rubbernecked, seeing the progress made to the Agri-Dome. What a
technological masterpiece.


Chapter 4 – Shipyard

It didn't take long to make a single orbit, chasing
the Medusa shipyard, to dock with it, the gravity well projected at
its base giving us a full G of gravity. I still can't believe the
massive scale of the thing. It dwarfed even New Terra, our capital
city, by a factor of five.

On our approach, Medusa flight control told us to
hold for clearance, to make room for us in the flight patterns of
its traffic envelope. McGreery... well he wasn't one for what he
calls 'all that bureaucratic bullshit', and he just said, “Well you
better make room now, because we're docking while you sit on your
ass twiddling your thumbs. I've got Vega Hasher onboard, you
bootwaffle.”

The man was sputtering, “Miss Hasher? Of course.
Access granted, proceed to glide path delta green, clearing
airspace now.”

He smirked at me and said, “Would you look at that
little dirter? You're somebody.”

My cheeks burned as I said, “I don't feel like
somebody, I'm just me.”

Glitchy just squeed something that made me blush
more. I shoved his grappler, and he shoved my shoulder back. I told
him, “You have to say that because you're my best friend.”

I sighed when the door opened into the bay, and Prime
military personnel, not Sky Rangers, were hastily assembling in
some sort of makeshift honor guard. The thought of Tau Ceti having
a military was such an alien concept to me. The Galactic Federation
had the only military force. Our Sky Rangers were just our system's
police force.

I saw a familiar face in the row of armed men and
women, a blocky man who stood at attention at their front as we
disembarked. “Ray? Really? Every time?”

Colonel Ray Kvarian was the leader of Prime's dark
fleet. Well, we would have a completed and growing fleet soon. I
had met him for the first time when the man executed the rift jump
of Medusa Station into the Tau Ceti system... on manual
control.

He was a sensitive, one of the minority of the
population who could feel the distortions of a rift. When someone
was determined to be a sensitive, by GF law, they were shipped off
to old Earth for navigation training and conscripted into the
military. It was a capital offense to not report the gift. And I've
learned our fleet had twelve.

I've often wondered why sensitives were even needed
anymore except in the Rift Jumper fleet that was still mapping the
endless expanse of rifts in our galaxy. All the local rifts have
been mapped thoroughly.

Though I guess there is always the chance of the
gravitational eddies between stars and globular clusters could
extend or even tear new rifts, though it takes centuries or eons to
do that... with the exception of unintentional navigational drift
caused by too much space traffic projecting their bump drives at
extreme angles away from the end of a rift. But that hasn't
happened in centuries since the current guidelines require ships to
project their bump drives at least a light minute in a straight
line after exiting a rift before adjusting their navigation toward
their destination.

The man just stared straight ahead and said in his
precise, well-educated tone, “Yes ma'am. It is protocol for high
ranking officials.”

And that was the conundrum. I held no rank, yet
everyone treated me like I was one of the leaders of our little
sedition. Every time I asked about it, I always got the runaround
from Lady Peregrine, Doctor Germaine, and even my traitorous
girlfriend. At least McGreery has the temporary rank of General as
long as the Betweeners hold to the deal that they aid in the
rebuilding of Prime's infrastructure and patrol the system with our
lone ship, providing our only defense for the next few months.

I blew out a breath in exasperation. “Well do it
then, blow your silly whistle.”

The man grinned and said, “It's a bosun's call,
ma'am.” He nodded at the woman next to him, and she raised the
pipes and made the shrill two-tone whistle and the people who stood
at rest, snapped to attention.

I sighed and started, “Permission to come a...” Rex
made an exasperated sound beside me and just strode past, Glitchy
trundling and sparking along behind him. “...board?”

Ray called out to the boys' backs, “Permission
granted.” Then to me, he said, “Captain Peregradopolis is expecting
you, would you like an escort to...”

I grinned up at the man and dashed after the
impetuous ones. “Thanks, Ray, but I have an escort.” Then I raised
my voice. “If the two crystal licking bootwaffles would wait up
that is.” I heard a snort then an electronic approximation of that
snort as the guys slowed for me. Just great, now Glitchy is taking
on McGreery's bad habits.

I slapped the back of their heads as I hustled past.
Then grinned to myself at their exasperated sounds as they moved up
to flank me as we navigated our way through the almost deserted
corridors. Every able-bodied man or woman was on the far ends of
the various arms of the superstructure, which spread from the
station like sweeping snakes, helping to construct the
warships.

McGreery told me, “Two of the remaining three
shipyards will be jumping in-system in two weeks. I'm still
thinking it is going to be too little, too late. By now, Earth has
sent an expeditionary fleet to find out why their stealth tumbril
carrier hasn't reported successful pacification of Tau Ceti yet.
That would mean, if they took the most direct course, they will be
arriving any day now.”

I shrugged, there was nothing we could do about it.
So I offered with one squinted eye, “That's where my plan comes
in?”

He chuckled. “Are you asking or telling me? And I
think your time would be better spent developing defense weaponry
for the fleet instead of your little tricks. It's not a plan, it is
a bluff.”

I started to sashay as I told him, “Well Lady
Peregrine agrees with me on the subject. And I won't build
weapons.”

He grumbled, but with a roguish smirk. “Abigail
always did have bad judgment. She let me go hadn't she?”

Ok, I snorted at that, even though in truth it was
sad. They had split up because he thought she didn't take his
warnings that this exact scenario could happen if Tau Ceti didn't
have some sort of defense against Terra's pacification fleet. But
what he didn't know at the time was she was in complete agreement
and was already working on the problem as head of Covert Sciences
before she became president.

She was forbidden to talk to anyone about their work,
including family. So it wound up tearing their family apart, even
though they wanted the same thing, to protect the people of
Prime.

I squinted an eye in pain as a cute woman with cat
augments came bounding up to us squealing, “Fixie!” She wrapped her
tail around my waist as she laid her head on my shoulder while we
walked.

I sighed. “Hello, Sai.”

Her catlike ears twitched. It would be overly
adorable if I didn't know that Lady Peregrine's personal assistant
was also her personal bodyguard and likely an assassin.

Sai was a Neko modder, well a 'true' Neko to be
precise.

Modders were an odd but fun segment of the population
who liked getting cybernetic implants or medical procedures to
modify their appearance to add animal-like aspects to themselves.
The most popular were the Nekos, who almost worshiped cats and
wanted to take on their aspects. Some just went for ears or
whiskers. The more hardcore would even opt for the cybernetic tail
implants that precluded them from buying normal clothing as they
had to be modified to accept the tail.

But then there were what they called on the modder
scene, the Trues, or True Nekos. They were the ones who opted for
all of the above, plus the intracranial behavior modification
implants which were usually only used on convicted criminals. They
used the tech not to pacify like they were originally intended, but
instead to instill and enforce catlike mannerisms in the
individual.

Unfortunately for modders, most people's bodies
rejected more than the most rudimentary implants, so the ones who
couldn't get more than basic communications or information grid
uplink implants, opted for painful surgical procedures to effect
the desired physical modifications.

Sai, however, was one of the blessed people whose
body was quite tolerant of even the more invasive implants. She was
a True who even went so far as to have her speech patterns modified
to reflect her feline ways. So she almost purred or yowled out her
words depending on her emotional state.

It was rare for her to wander far from Lady
Peregrine, which told me that Vash had to be with her, being the
only person I think Sai saw as more dangerous than herself. It was
so nice to see that the method I had suggested to reconnecting
Vashon's memories from before the battle that caused her to lose a
large percentage of her brain with the emotional responses
connected to those memories, seemed to have quite a positive effect
on her cold relationship with her mother.

The sight of my girl smiling in anticipation of
meeting with her mom now just warmed something inside of me. She
had shared that memories before the injuries that Lady Peregrine
ordered Anna Germaine to fix with cybernetic implants, though it
broke every law on cybernetics in existence, were like watching a
home movie of someone else's life since the brain pattern imprint
was disassociated with any emotional feedback that should be there.
Only the new memories she made after that had any emotion to her,
and were the only memories my girl felt were real.

She hated both Lady Peregrine and Doctor Germaine for
turning her into what she viewed as an abomination and any love she
had for her mother to temper that was gone as if it had never
existed. But she built her new 'real' memories over time and tells
me frequently how I dominate favorite memories, which melts me
every time.

And now, slowly but surely, emotional connections are
being made with the memories from the imprint of her past. She was
blooming as those associations were made and it was a wonder to
watch.

Sai hopped up to perch on Glitch's yellow orb-like
body and rubbed her cheek on his optical port. “Heya, Glitchy.” He
squeed in a modulated tone, then grasped her with his grappler to
deposit her on his mobility platform as he chastised her. She just
half purred, half chuckled at his discomfort.

Then the woman eyed McGreery like she was determining
the best way to disassemble him if he proved to be a threat. I
would normally tell her to behave, but the big man was eyeing her
the same way. I shook my head in exasperation, and told Glitch,
“Come on, buddy. Let's leave these two to their dangly bits
measuring contest.”

He darted forward with me as I stalked way, causing
Sai to fall off his platform in surprise, though it was no surprise
that she landed lithely on her feet, her ears flat to her head and
her tail swishing in annoyance. Ok, now that was cute.

As the two rushed to catch up with my best friend and
me, Sai called out, “Dangly bits? Really? You can't say d...”

“Shut up, cat-face.”

Why did those two look amused?

There were armed soldiers at the doors to the control
room, and I slowed as I eyed the huge energy weapons slung over
their backs, and the plasma slingers in the unsecured holsters at
their hips. They saluted us and stood at attention. I blew some
loose strands of hair from my face and exhaled as I slumped. Why
did they all do stuff like this?

Glitch was saluting back and I slapped his grappler
down. “Glitch, we're not in the military, stop doing that.” He had
the common sense to turn his optical port aside, looking
sheepish.

The doors slid open and one of the endless military
administrator types blocked the way. “This area is off-limits
to...” It was refreshing that this one didn't know me as I ducked
under one of his arms blocking my way. And the man backpedaled
quickly as Glitch just held his grappler an inch from the flustered
man's nose as he advanced with me.

McGreery clasped the man's shoulders as he followed
us. “You did your best, son. I'll put a good word in for you at
your court-martial.”

I pointed a finger back at the Sky Pirate.
“Behave.”

He patted the man's cheek. “Kidding, of course.
You're doing a fine job of... of whatever you're doing here. Carry
on.”

I told Glitch, “I'm surrounded by idiots.”

Sai yowled from... in front of us? How did she get
there? “Heyyy!”

Ok, I was grinning and feeling sassy. “Own it,
woman.”

The place was bustling with the army of people needed
to run an orbiting shipyard. I just followed Sai since I didn't see
the people I was looking for.

She led us into the 'war room', a large conference
room next to ops, and into a familiar argument. General Amir was
saying, “We can adapt the projection circuitry to make gravity
mines, and mine the entire corridor.”

Lady Peregrine was just watching the exchange as my
Ranger, Vashon, growled back, “We only have that tech because we
promised... no, made a law, that her advancements were to be used
for defensive purposes only. She won't work with the military
anymore if we go back on that promise.”

“What does she know about defense? She's a
civilian, a dirter.”

Sai was there in the blink of an eye. Peregrine was
now standing in front of Vash, both hands on her chest, trying to
stop her forward momentum and failing as Sai grabbed with both
hands the arm that was reaching for the General's tunic. Between
the two women, they stopped my girl inches away from the man who
looked just a bit worried, and he was the sort to eat bullets for
breakfast.

Lady Perigrine gasped, as her feet slid an inch
further back. “General, that 'dirter' saved all of Tau Ceti Prime,
and is still giving more of herself in helping to defend our system
though she abhors violence. I suggest you apologize before...”

Vash's eyes flicked over toward us, and her smile
bloomed as she relaxed and stepped away from the almost comical
display, causing both Abigail and Sai to stumble at the sudden lack
of resistance. She stepped right up to me and kissed me soundly. I
adored her lack of impulse control at times like this. “Hey,
Vega.”

My cheeks heated at all the eyes on us as I whispered
hoarsely, “Hi, love. Are we interrupting?”

She and Lady Peregrine said, “No,” as the General
said, “Yes.”

McGreery exchanged an odd, inscrutable look with the
President, something passed between them, then he turned to the
flabbergasted man. As one of the leaders of our little sedition, he
outranked the military commanders. He spoke in a calm, cool, and
restrained manner that made my blood run cold, “I suggest you stop
pushing to subvert Miss Hasher's tech for military purposes, or
you'll find yourself assigned to scrubbing the exhaust ports of the
sewage treatment terminal, General.”

This got the man's attention, even more than the
possibility of being dismembered by Vashon. He snapped to attention
and saluted, “Sir.”

“Now run along, the adults need to
talk.”

Amir looked ready to chew glass, being dismissed like
that, but he just marched out past us, the glare he gave me made me
shrink back a little until Glitch made a growling sound which made
him give us a wide berth. We heard him muttering something about
unchipped pingers through the door after it closed.

I hugged Glitchy's grappler. “My hero.”

Vash blurted, “Hey!”

I grinned up at her and crinkled my nose. She rolled
her eyes and hugged me to her as she ushered us to the conference
table so we could all sit.

Vash and McGreery stood eye to eye for a moment, and
I was surprised nobody had seen it sooner, the family resemblance
was uncanny, and the dangerous way they moved was spookily similar.
She had seen him as the enemy for so long, but at the same time,
she was happy to finally know her father. After inclining their
heads to each other, as if two apex predators were acknowledging
each other's lethality, she said, “Dad.”

He smirked and actually held her chair for her to
sit. “Daughter.”

Then I gleeped a giggle when Abigail leaned over to
whisper in my ear, “They're so tedious.”

I nodded in agreement then blurted, “Oh yeah, Shay
says hi, Vash.” This got a smile from my Sky Guard Ranger.

Once we were all settled, I asked, “What's the agenda
today?”

I watched warily as if on cue, Doctor Germaine
stepped in from one of the connected offices. She just smiled at
the hostile look I shot her. I still couldn't decide if I like and
respect her or not. She's done some pretty questionable things and
used the ones I love as some sort of ongoing experiments. But she
was also one of the most brilliant minds I knew and had been the
one to save Vashon when no one else could. And she found my
indecision about her amusing like it were just another of her
endless experiments.

She was the one who answered the question, “Anyone up
for a road trip?”


Chapter 5 – Road Trip

That's how we found ourselves on a month-long round
trip to the Tau Ceti Rift in the dreadnought, which I'm embarrassed
to say had been renamed the Vega after the events of the attempted
Pacification of Prime. My dishy ranger is endlessly amused by my
discomfort about it.

We had to inspect the work done on Operation Grand
Bluff, and I thought it quite convenient that that would also
coincide with two of our three remaining hidden Medusa Class
Shipyards jumping into the system. I think Lady Peregrine had a
hand in the timing because she knew how fascinated I was at
something of such daunting size jumping in system from the
rift.

I may have been even more surprised that our leader
had decided to come with us, though the more I thought about it,
the more I believe it's a political move since the next election is
at the end of the year, and greeting the 'heroes' of the shipyards
as they entered their home system after so long in hiding, would
give her a lot of political clout.

And not to waste any opportunity and get the maximum
value of every move, it would also give her a month's worth of time
to visit and get reacquainted with her daughter. Two birds with one
stone as it were. After all, there's nothing like a captive
audience.

Just before the first bump toward the Rift using the
artificial singularity projected from the Vega's drives, Vashon had
stopped the captain. “One moment. New Terra control is having a
problem with ventilation on the lower levels.” Her eyes moved
rapidly side to side, nobody without clearance noticing the lights
flickering there when her helmet's visor was not down to project a
heads up.

She cursed, “Flerging crystal lickers.” Then she
blinked once and said, “Ok, Captain, let's weigh anchor.”

Ok, one, that was so amazingly hot that she
interfaced directly with the new Prime information grid and had
bypassed systems for the floating city she called home... the city
she... well the city she had been when they hooked her processors
into the severed mainframe to maintain life support and other
critical systems during the pacification attempt, and for a while
after.

They still had her jack into the system to run things
every time they had to reboot the data core as they repaired all
the systems in the city. When she was part of the city, she
controlled virtually everything, from the doors and lights to life
support and the huge jump drive the city possessed.

And since ninety percent of any technically trained
personnel or engineers were killed by pingers with the rogue code
activated, the few we had left were training people in systems that
were beyond their skillsets. And when they messed up so badly that
it started cascade system failures, they contacted Vash, and she
would connect remotely and either reroute the systems or fix
whatever the bootwaffles had messed up like this.

And two, she always made archaic references like
this. I saw large water vessels in the entertainment waves from
centuries past saying weigh anchor when they got underway. She
didn't forget anything... well technically, it was impossible for
her to forget anything anymore.

I sat down as the others in our group just stood next
to Captain Voss's command chair. I didn't have 'bump legs' like the
rest of them. Unlike them, I had never been off-world until the
pacification attempt and had certainly never experienced the
disorientation of a bump that accelerated us so swiftly we'd be
plastered against the bulkhead as a jellied paste if it weren't for
the inertial compensators.

But now I've had the displeasure on multiple
occasions, as I've been back and forth to the rift a few times, and
even thought I would die the first time the Vega actually spiked
and we performed a rift jump to the hidden shipyard over five
light-years away in an instant. Humans were never meant to do
that.

I closed my eyes as I felt the jump drive spinning
up, dumping massive amounts of energy into the capacitors until
they had built up enough power to equal a tiny supernova. Which
wasn't as far off an analogy as one would think, as the projectors
dumped that energy, stretching it out a light minute in front of us
to create a tiny, artificial black hole which tore the ship forward
and the inertial compensators pushed back on us, absorbing the
forces that would normally have crushed us to dump them back into
the capacitors.

It felt as if my stomach was projected out with the
energy, just to be tugged back by the compensators, making me
nauseous. I smiled wanly at Vashon, who looked over to me and
looked proud that this time I hadn't spewed my guts out in the bags
they supplied at the strap-down seat I was in.

Nope. I spewed into the control room. And
unfortunately, all ship's power except emergency lighting and life
support is dumped into maintaining the point singularity until the
bump cycle was completed sixty seconds later, meaning no gravity.
And vomit in zero-G? Not pretty.

Half the people in the room groaned and some got hit
by the spreading plume of my stomach contents. The other half took
it in stride, except for my ex-best friend who was squealing and
giggling at me as his magnetized mobility platform held him in
place. I felt flush and growled out as I wiped my mouth on my
sleeve, “A real class act there, Glitchy. Wait until I tell
Flower.” That zipped his nonexistent lip instantly, his iris in his
optical port spun wider.

I looked to the captain, who was looking back at me,
eyebrow cocked. “Sorry. Thought I had it that time.”

He grinned at me and shared, “That's all right, for
my first few months as a cadet, I had the same problem. Imagine if,
on your first bump, you spewed all over the back of the Admiral's
head.”

“You didn't?” My eyes were wide as I imagined
the scandalous incident.

He winked at me and said, “It just takes time for
some sensitives.”

Sensitives? I wasn't a sensitive. They were usually
captains or navigators because they had the ability to feel and
sometimes see rifts. His eyes widened. “You didn't know? What do
you think happens when we project a point singularity? Space is
warped in a controlled manner, and that warp is similar to a rift,
so you feel dragged along with it.”

What? I just kept blinking at him as I shoved a knot
of dread down that was rising as I reminded myself that we
technically were declaring our independence from old Earth with our
little sedition. If not... if I really was a sensitive, I'd have
been shipped out on the first vessel heading to Earth once it was
discovered. All sensitives were required by the Galactic Federation
to go to Earth for training, whether they wanted to or not.

Then with the feeling of weight returning to my body
as the bump cycle finished and artificial gravity returned, a wet
splattering sound indicated my, umm, donation to the chaos of the
bridge splashed the consoles and people unfortunate enough to be
under the plume.

I squeaked out to everyone, “Sorry.” I got some
glares and some well-meaning looks of support. Then I had to grin
as Vash made her way to my side, handing me a bottle of water.
“Gee... thanks.”

She looked far too amused.

I had what they called my sea legs after the third
and final bump to get us up to cruising speed. And with that, we
retired to the quarters they had for us on the command level, in
the cabins just down the corridor from Captain Voss.

After freshening up after the unfortunate incident in
the bridge, Vash and I settled in. It would be two weeks before we
reached our destination.

I looked around and made a realization. With Glitch
trundling off to visit with the new pingers on the Vega, including
Torch, who worked in the high radiation areas of the engine room
where us fleshies couldn't survive, Vashon and I... were alone.

She watched me as I worked my way through it, her
smile growing as my realization did. I had her all to myself for
the better part of a month. She moved so silently as she gracefully
moved to the military-style bed, looking almost coy in her armor as
she sat and patted the hard mattress beside her.

My mother didn't raise her many slow Vega's. I
stepped up to her, my own smile growing to match hers as I sat and
she clasped both of my hands in hers. I whispered, “Hi.”

“Hello yourself.” She ran a hand through my
hair as she looked at me as if for the first time, sending a thrill
down my spine, and making my extremities tingle. Then she kissed
me, gently running her tongue along my lower lip until I granted
her access as my passion flared to white-hot intensity while her
hands ran down my body to grab the hem of my shirt.

I went to help in a frenzy, then the door chime
sounded its three gods be damned tones. “Flarking bootwaffles!
Can't we have just one moment alone?”

Standing, I stomped to the door, grumping like a
petulant child, then I growled out as I hit the door control and it
started to open, “This better be important you crystal licking
bootwa... umm... Lady Perigrine, Ms. President, ma'am.” I ended in
s sputter as I took a step back.

Way to go Fixit, that'll win you all sorts of
points.

She chuckled at me, her eyes twinkling in amusement
as she said, “Again, Abigail please Vega. We're practically family
after all. I'm not interrupting anything am I?”

I deflated my arousal thoroughly quenched now.
Nothing like your girl's mom walking in to ruin a perfectly good
sexually charged moment. I moved aside and made an ushering motion
as I said, “Not anymore. And Fixit then, please... Abigail. Nobody
calls me Vega.”

Vash, who had stood to step up to me raised a hand,
“Umm...”

I quipped, “That's different, you've seen me nak...
umm. So, Abigail, what brings you to our quarters as they were?”
Just kill me now, could I get any more embarrassed?

“Is someone aroused in here?” Sai asked as she
stepped in after Abigail, sniffing the air, her whiskers twitching.
Oh, by all means, make it worse assassin purr-bot. I stomped my
girl's foot because she looked completely amused at my discomfort.
A fat lot of good it did me, her armored foot may as well have been
a block of steel.

Exhaling in exasperation I asked, “You can all just
shut up now. I need to find the nearest airlock and go for a long
walk on orbit.”

The wenches chuckled.

Then Abigail looked at her personal assistant.
“You've seen there are no boogeymen from old Earth in here to jump
me, now go wait in the corridor or I'll find a water bottle to
spray you with.”

It was my turn to grin when Sai opened her mouth to
show off impressive cat-like needle-sharp teeth as she hissed. Then
she shook her head and muttered, “As you wish, ma'am.” Then Sai
slunk out without a sound, the door closing behind her. I liked
that she felt comfortable enough with the woman she was protecting
to act like that toward her.

Then the President was gone, and Vashon's mother
stood in her place. “Hello, ladies. I was wondering if you'd have
supper with me. The farther we get from Prime, the less work I can
do with the time delay between transmissions. And I get restless. I
figured I could spend some quality time with my two favorite
girls.”

I wasn't getting any anytime soon was I? I said,
“We'd be delighted.”

Vash was quicker than I was and was already at the
controls on the bulkhead and a table folded down out of the wall.
She pulled three of the four folding chairs connected to the
bulkhead in the space left from the tabletop and set them around
the tabletop, holding a chair first for her mother then for me. I
felt like a princess in one of those romance waves my Ranger liked
to watch when she thought nobody was looking.

She ordered dinner from the galley for us and we just
chatted about anything and everything except work. It wound up
being a pleasant evening. I had even invited the ornery cat in to
eat with us.


Chapter 6 – Hecate Station

Eventually, I did wind up getting some quality alone
time with Vashon over the following days. It was almost like a
mini-vacation for us, even though she sometimes had to connect to
the cities on Prime with a long time delay, to fix things, or
override things for the engineers there.

Is there anything more sexy than an intelligent,
strong, smart woman who can not only connect directly to the new
Prime info grid but can interface directly with all the floating
cities' control matrices?

Glitch got thrown into the brig on our sixth day, for
dangling a soldier who was imbibing a little too much from some
bootleg moonshine that one of the engineers made, using a makeshift
still he had assembled out of spare parts, over a plasma vent in
the main engineering core. The sloshed soldier was badmouthing
Glitch and the other pingers, saying they were just killing
machines and should all be scrapped for parts. Apparently, his
technician wife was killed on Starlight City when the rogue
pacification code was sent and the pingers went berserk, killing
anyone who even remotely resembled a tech or engineer.

When he tried to hit Glitch with a coupler
compression spanner, my bestie decided it was best to restrain the
man so he didn't harm himself or others. Apparently, hoisting the
man by his umm, undergarments was not an approved method of
restraint.

The Sargent at Arms saw fit to confine them to the
brig for brawling and sleep it off for the night as he did in any
other case. Apparently, the stress of floating in space for
extended periods makes everyone a little crazy.

And like any other drunken brawl, he put them both in
the same cell so that when they sobered, they could see what idiots
they had been. Glitchy complained for two days after that that he
wasn't drunk, and he didn't fight, why did he have to sit in the
brig with the cognitively impaired fleshie who wanted to kill
him?

But the midshipman did apologize to Glitch, who gave
the man a fist bump when they were let out. Vash jokes that Glitch
was released into her custody, and she's been calling him 'felon'
just because he whines about it. I'm so glad my two favorite people
get along so well and can pick on each other in fun.

We had just finished inspection of the Chirpers, the
simplest part of my stalling tactics of the Great Bluff, when
Captain Voss called us, Lady Peregrine, and McGreery, to the
bridge.

We had just arrived when the Rift Termination
Satellite relayed a video feed to us on the main view screen that
was beside the huge floor to ceiling space observation windows,
that was ten feet thick of ablative, transparent ceramisteel armor
plating.

He turned when we arrived in a group, and Sai hopped
off of Glitchy to stand behind the President, her tail twitching as
she took in the entire bridge to assess threat levels. Personal
assistant my arse.

“Good, good. You made it just in time.” He had
one eye on one of the two huge countdown timers, which only had a
few seconds left on it we were two hundred thousand miles from the
rift termination, at a perpendicular angle to it to avoid
accidentally being in the path of the bump drives of a ship coming
out of the rift. Though that was almost an impossibility, as bump
drive systems identify any vessels in their path and power down so
accidents like that don't happen.

A man in tactical called over the busy bridge,
“Hecate Station transfer in ten, nine, eight...”

I started to get excited and grabbed Vash's hand as
Glitch started vibrating in excitement, causing a drizzle of sparks
to fall from where his orb connects to his mobility platform. I
swear I'm going to fix that one day. It could wait just then
because all my attention was plastered on the screen.

The fact that a Medusa class shipyard had rift jump
capability was staggeringly mind-boggling. I had a hard time
grasping the fact that entire floating cities like New Terra had
jump drive cores. But these shipyards dwarfed those cities by a
long shot.

“...three, two, one. Transit!” That last part
was unnecessary because the spectral light flare of a vessel
breaking out of subspace into physical space is something you can't
really miss. But where I've seen countless wave documentaries on
it, and have seen a couple pinpricks of light through a telescope
from Prime's surface from incoming ships into the system, this...
was no pinprick of light.

We were basically as far from the rift termination as
the moon city of Luna One was away from Earth itself, the flash
from the screen was matched by that of the one viewed directly out
the bridge's windows. It bloomed like a sun, causing us to shield
our eyes.

A moment later, I gulped. Not only was a seemingly
endless piece of engineering filling the screen as it flew past the
satellite like it would go on forever, but... I could actually see
it gleaming in the light of our sun as it lumbered. There were
dozens of mostly completed ships in the various drydocks, some only
days from completion. And it just kept going and going on the
tactical observation screen, didn't it have an end? Well of course
it did, being a twin to Medusa Station.

I whispered, “Wow...”

Voss looked pleased and he smirked, his eyes
plastered on the behemoth too as he said in awe, “I know,
right?”

It was Abigail who said from where she stood absently
grasping McGreery's arm with both her hands, her voice sharing that
awe we were all experiencing, “This alone was worth the trip.”
McGreery patted her hand as he nodded. A couple seconds later, Lady
Peregrine realized what she was doing and released him, taking two
quick steps to the side as he gave her an amused look, waggling his
brows.

“Oh come now, Abby, I'm not that bad to be
around, am I? I remember the days you preferred my company.” He
winged his chin slightly towards Vash.

She muttered, “You left me. Remember?”

They shut their mouths so fast I heard teeth click
when Vashon held up a halting hand as she stepped between them.
They both looked... guilty. I had to learn that one. “You ruin this
moment for my girl, and I'll make both your lives a living
hell.”

They were wise and didn't respond. We all stood in
silence as we watched the station slip through the silence of space
and I felt woozy when Hecate spun up its bump drive and streaked
away as our compensators held us anchored in place instead of being
pulled along with it.

That was amazing.

We looked at the other countdown. It would be another
six hours before Hephaestus Station made the jump. Enough time to
get my girl alone then have a good meal.


Chapter 7 – Great Bluff

It seems that the universe either has bad timing, or
it is just a crystal licking ass. Because the Singing Bird who had
a gravity spike permanently in the rift, transmitted an incoming
transit just as we reached the doors to the bridge. Alarms started
wailing as tactical was barking out, “Unscheduled transit!” and I
closed my eyes.

Only one curse would do at that moment. “Fuck!”

We all feared the worst, this was it. With the
slightest nod of his head to one of the bridge officers, red lights
started strobing throughout the ship as someone said over the
ship-wide address system, “Code black! All hands to battle
stations! This is not a drill!”

I could feel the power fluctuations in the artificial
gravity field as weapons were brought online, and the humming of
the massive capacitors for the main cannon powering up. It was the
only operational cannon of the main weapons compliment on the ship.
The only other weapons that were live were all the point defense
weapons in case of fighter tumbril attacks close in.

The timing of the pacification attempt of Prime was
unfortunate because like everything else in our dark fleet, the
Vega wasn't quite finished yet. It had flown in to our rescue no
more than a barely operational hulk, firing its main cannon from
beyond its effective range, but it was enough to cause the enemy
vessel to cut and run, not knowing the Dreadnought, in its state at
the time, was no match for them.

But the eight tri-cannons on the Vega were just days
away from activation. In the meantime... I moved quickly over to
stand behind the captain's chair with Vash, our eyes on the
tactical screens and we saw hot-points on the Vega bloom with power
displays consistent with active weapons systems.

Voss looked back at me with a dry, dubious look. I
just grinned at him. These false energy weapon signatures were set
up just in case of this exact scenario, on the unfortunate event
that any enemy vessels arrived in-system before the Vega was fully
armed. I assured him, “Their scans won't be able to tell the
difference.” Well, I was like eighty-three percent sure, we haven't
done extensive testing on it.

He smirked. “Cold comfort if it comes down to a
shooting war and we have to start throwing dishes or the ship's
cook's five-day-old meatloaf at them.”

Vashon assured the man, “I had that meatloaf last
night, and I assure you, it is weaponized.” They shared the same
cocky chuckle that war types like them are oft to have.

Then in a blinding flash, and a transit as
spectacular as the Hecate, and an entire assault fleet with the
identification beacons of the Galactic Federation of Old Earth
completed their rift jump into the Tau Ceti system.

Two dreadnoughts, two tumbril carriers, five
destroyers, one minelayer, and twelve swift littoral combat ships.
And behind them lumbered a Herculean Class Hunter Killer that
dwarfed the entire fleet of enemy ships.

What the flarking hells was that thing doing here? At
around the same size as our capital floating city New Terra, it was
built to fight off incursions of the Others. And had enough
firepower to reduce a planet's surface to rubble.

The Others were a warlike alien race who had a
single-minded drive to be the only technological race in existence.
In the early years of intergalactic colonization of the galaxy,
when mankind was starting to map out the network of rifts with the
men and women of the Rift Jumper Contingent, we had found the only
two intelligent races Earth has ever come across.

The first was the peaceful, praying mantis-like race,
we deemed the Da'ha'mal since we can't pronounce their true name
with the guttural clicks and trilling of their tongue. They lived
on a small desert planet and made rudimentary space going vessels
to capture comets to harvest the ice to provide the water needed to
keep their race alive.

They told us of another race, they called the Others,
who would come from time to time to wipe out their technological
infrastructure and kill as many Da'ha'mal as they could find. A
group of Rift Jumpers had inadvertently entered their system during
one of these cullings, as a tanker ship sped towards its home with
the harvested water it had.

The Others, found our ships, being orders of
magnitude more advanced than the Da'ha'mal, the more important
target. And they attacked the Rift Jumpers. It was by the grace of
the gods of the cosmos that the Rift Jumpers were able to get home
to Earth to warn them that the Others were coming to neutralize
Earth though most of their ships were lost.

It took the heroic effort of Captain Barret from the
North Star projecting his gravity drive's microscopic black hole
into, and ramming the Other's vessel, sacrificing the ship to stop
the Others as they tore through what little defenses Earth had back
then.

We've been in an off again on again war with them for
centuries now. And we have still never even seen what they look
like or have ever made contact with them.

And here was a Hunter Killer in our system. I
swallowed.

The woman at the coms center called out,
“Pacification activation code has just been sent unidirectional
toward Prime.”

Abigail growled, “They're in for a surprise when it
reaches Prime in a few minutes and nothing happens.”

The entire ship hummed and dimmed for a moment and
tactical called out, “The area is being scanned. They've painted us
and are charging weapons.”

Captain Voss watched the tactical displays and said
as he placed his hand on the shoulder of the woman manning the
weapons console. “Ok, let's knock at their door, Guns. And Kyoto,
hail that ugly monstrosity. Activate chirpers.”

Our weapon... was already charged, and the Vega sent
a shot literally across their bows as tumbrils started spitting out
of the carriers by the dozen.

The comms woman pointed at him and he started
talking. “This is Captain Voss of the Tau Ceti Prime Dreadnought
Vega, to Galactic Federation Fleet. Foreign military vessels are
not cleared to enter our system. And you may wish to have your
attack tumbrils pull back as they are about to enter a dense
quantum-phasic minefield. Which extends five light minutes in a
sphere around you. You should be reading the warning markers'
telemetry.”

He finished with, “You have fifteen minutes to
reverse your course and spike out through the rift, or we will
consider it an act of war and our incoming fleet will be cleared to
engage.”

The mute icon showed on the screen and he gave us a
dubious smile. “Let them chew on that a moment.” Then he asked
tactical, “Is the other part of Miss Hasher's plan in motion?”

The seated man looked a little impressed as he added
plot icons of incoming gravity signatures that were emerging from
the shadow of Prime and starting the two-week journey to the rift.
Gravity, once thought to work in waves that only traveled the speed
of light, was found a few hundred years after that theory was
introduced, to be mostly incorrect.

It has dual natures both as a wave and a force, much
like light travels both as a wave and a particle. And gravity
footprints travel FTL and are for all intents and purposes
instantaneous. I could give you the quantum decay and
frame-dragging math, but I don't want to bore you with it.

We used this in our deception and parked a rotating
shift of Betweener tumbrils exactly eight light minutes from the
rift termination with gravity projectors that mimicked the energy
and mass footprints of various warships, making it look as though
we had almost forty capital ships when they detect the gravity
footprints of an unscheduled transit.

This would give the illusion of us already having a
fleet that was half the size of the one which protected Old Earth
herself. And the long-range scans they just now sent out to
identify those ships will have a sixteen-minute round trip. That
gave us basically fifteen minutes to scare them off before they
found it was a ruse. That was it... that was all I had until they
left, then we had one more gift in our goody bag.

So right now it was imperative to sell the bluff.

The screen crackled to life, a video channel
activating, displaying a clean-cut, silver-haired man who looked to
be hardened by war, with a granite jaw and a perfectly pressed
Galactic Federation uniform which had an insignia that wasn't in
our records. I had no doubt that insignia was for their covert
Pacification Fleet. His voice rumbled just as I had imagined it
would, but not in an arrogant manner I had imagined, instead, he
was calm and almost professional. “Captain Voss, this is Rear
Admiral Baker of the Defender. We do not recognize your authority
in this manner. Tau Ceti is a member of the Galactic
Federation.”

He held his hands out, face up. “So I must
respectfully ask you to power down your weapons systems, and
prepare to be boarded.”

Voss shook his head sadly, and in a just as
professional and conversational tone, said, “After an attack on our
system by a cloaked Galactic Federation tumbril carrier, which
wound up killing hundreds of thousands of our citizens, we have
declared our independence from Earth and the Federation. We now
have our own fleet for self-defense, and are prepared to stand in
defense of our people.”

The Admiral exhaled, his shoulders drooping as he
said, “It is a shame it has come to this then.” He pointed to
someone on his own bridge and we saw her hit a button and a
transmission was sent to us.

Glitch pretended to go berserk and I called out, “Oh
no, the pingers have gone crazy!” Vash backhanded both of us. What?
A little good comedy goes a long way in tense situations. The
Captain looked at us dryly and Glitch settled down.

Then Voss told the man. “Nothing in the Tau Ceti
System is vulnerable to your Pacification Code any longer,
Admiral.”

The other man gritted his teeth, losing his
professional demeanor for a moment. Then reined in his frustration
and smiled. “Your ships are weeks out, we can just board you and
then advance on Prime.”

Now, this was where I had to hand it to Captain Voss
as he smiled in a predatory manner and said, “You are welcome to
try, sir. But our tri-cannons have a little something special for
any ships who approach, and that is if they can make it through the
mines.”

The other man wasn't looking at him, instead, he was
studying those of us who he could see in his frame of view. “You
know, Captain? I'm not so sure you've have had the time to seed
your system with as dense a minefield as you are intimating. You're
bluffing.”

It was Vashon who stepped forward and said in the
steely tone I've heard from her in the past when she was about to
lay down the hurt on an adversary, “Is he though, Admiral? We were
already moving the mines into place when we first caught wind that
your pacification fleet was interested in Prime.”

She motioned to space. “If you scan the minefield,
one three five, by twenty-three, two hundred thousand miles in
system, you'll find the remains of the stealth tumbril carrier you
sent in to transmit the rogue code. It was unfortunate for us they
got the code out before hitting our mines.”

I heard a whisper in his bridge, “That's Captain
Peregradopolis,” which made his back stiffen. Interesting, my
girl's reputation precedes her it seems. That made me smile a
little.

We had towed in the wreckage of that tumbril from
where Vash had destroyed it with the point singularity from the
bump drive of New Terra. The floating debris was to help sell the
minefield myth.

A man near the Admiral looked up from his station and
nodded once grimly, and Baker's mouth thinned as he pressed his
lips together. He was starting to buy into our story. “Destroying a
Galactic Federation vessel is an act of war and...”

Lady Perigrine stepped beside the Captain and hissed,
“You had already declared war with your attempted genocide of our
system...” She had one eye on the clock above the transmission like
she was waiting for something, “...and we defended ourselves as we
do now.”

Twenty more icons bloomed on the screen from five
light minutes deeper in space, moving toward us. It was a single
deep space tumbril dragging a chain of gravity projectors, to look
like we were boxing them in with warships.

I schooled my face as their tactical officer started
barking out the new contacts. Well played and well-timed
Abigail.

She said in a cool tone, “Tell your leaders, that the
President of Tau Ceti Prime has declared our independence by a vote
of our people, and declare our system a military free zone. Any
military vessels entering our space will be dealt with, decisively.
Feel free to share we are willing to negotiate a ceasefire and
peace treaty in this war you have brought upon us.”

“You now have seven minutes to return the way
you came.” The main cannon finally came online again as she said
that. I silently wondered if there was some sort of class in
politics that taught that kind of timing. She was a stone-cold
badass as she said, “Captain Voss, target their bridge with the new
quantum-phasic cannon. Kindly fire when the countdown reaches zero
if you please, and see if their armor is any match for an
inter-phasing blast.”

She was just ad-libbing now, and her background as
the prior head of covert sciences was evident in her terminology.
Quantum-phasic mines were one thing, an instant burst of
inter-phasing energy. And the holy grail for the military had been
incorporating that sort of technology into warship cannons. It is
still a pipe dream, but they didn't know that.

The man appeared torn like he was going to stand and
fight, but there was the slightest shadow of doubt on his face in
the crease of his eyes. Then he turned to his navigator. “Signal
all ships, reverse course back to the rift. Emergency spike.”

Then he looked at us and inclined his head as if
acknowledging a loss in a chess game. “Captain.”

“Admiral.”

Then the man looked for a long moment at Vash before
turning to Abigail. “Madame President. I will relay your message,
but I must warn you that I'm quite sure we will be instructed to
return in full force and give you the war you are asking for.”

She sighed sadly. “I'm sure, Admiral, and that will
be a sad day indeed for both our peoples. I truly hope it does not
come to that. Peace is always the preferred outcome.”

The man looked tired and resigned as he just nodded
his agreement. He actually saluted her then pointed to someone and
the screen went dead. A moment later I felt nausea overwhelm me as
their ships spiked one at a time, vanishing back into the rift.

We all just stood there silently for a few long
moments, until Captain Voss said, “Well holy fucking shit. It
worked.” Then he looked at me. “Remind me never to play poker with
you, dirter.” His use of the dirter slur didn't sound derogatory,
more ironic, so I didn't bristle. I felt my cheeks burning.

Then a cheer went up in the space as Glitchy squeed
in what one could almost see as adrenaline-fueled relief and
elation.

Then Voss said, “Hey Guns, you might want to power
down the main cannon before we blow ourselves up. We still don't
have all the regulators installed and I quite like not being a
fireball at this juncture of my life.”

A nervous chuckle went around as I winced. He wasn't
wrong. I wasn't sure if we'd have been able to get off a second
shot. He started barking out orders to send out an order for all
decoy tumbrils to reset until after the final shipyard translated
to our system.

I sighed because then that would signal my most
ambitious solution to give us the time we needed to make our fake
fleet real. There was a point singularity generator parked in the
corona of the Tau Ceti sun. Once we had all our vessels in system,
it would activate, projecting a persistent singularity three light
months out, ninety degrees above the perihelion from the rift
termination. This would cause a 'navigation deviation' bending the
rift.

As long as the sun powered that generator, anyone
attempting to reach the Tau Ceti system in the rift will get dumped
out over a year's sublight travel to Prime. That gave us, if the
Rear Admiral travels back to Earth with the news, and turned around
with a fleet immediately, eighteen months give or take to finish
the first phase of our fleet as more ships are churned out.

We may not have been ready for them this time, but
next time, if the bullies come knocking at the door, we'll be able
to give them one hells of a fight!

Sai yowled out, “Now that... was intense. Anyone else
need a drrink?” She hopped up on top of Glitch and purred as we all
broke into nervous laughter.

I moved over to look through the blast windows into
space, Vash joining me at my side, and I thought about how a
dirtside pinger mechanic from Agri-Grid A1 found herself here at
the rift, on a rickety, unfinished warship, and all I wanted to do
was to just go home.

Who knew what the future held for us in the Tau Ceti
system, but I took comfort in knowing that I would face it together
with the people I most loved.

I voiced that to the Sky Ranger of my heart. “I love
you, Vashon.”

She sighed and pulled me to her as we looked out
across the stars. “And I love you too, my Vega.”

We just stood and let our words be witnessed by the
endless expanse that lay before us.

The End
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Chapter 1 – Nexus

“Holy bejesus Trinn!” I spat out as I dove
across my console on the bridge to slam my palm down on the giant
red abort button on the gravity projection drive beside my
navigator and second in command. She gasped at my sudden outburst
as the sounds of the capacitors discharging and the hum of the
drive shifting into standby filled the bridge.

I looked at her. “We’re on the fringe of a rift!
Can't you feel it?”

She looked at me sheepishly. Her sharp, exotic
features twisted into a look of shock colored with a tinge of fear
as she seemed to concentrate a little then her sharp brown eyes
widened as she spoke in her low register, “Oh my god Commander
Henningsly, I... I couldn't feel it, it was so faint!”

We sat there for a few seconds to get our breathing
and heart rates to get back to normal. I took a deep breath then
smiled at her. “No worries. We're still here and in one piece.”

She chuckled nervously back at me.

This was the risk of deep space travel. If our
gravity drives projected an artificial point singularity into one
of the weak points between space and subspace, otherwise known as a
rift, they would find debris from our ship scattered along a few
light years on a straight vector from when our point singularity
inadvertently transferred into subspace, dragging our vessel along
with it at hundreds of millions of light years per second in
real-space.

The singularity would instantly cease to exist in
real space and reemerge at a point where the rift twists and turns
along the fracture lines created where stars play a tug of war of
mass across the fabric of space. But with us tethered and snapping
to it like a rubber band.

It is theorized by the once-leading rift researcher—
that would be me, Commander Jane Henningsly—that while our
projected energy mass could translate, the kinetic energy of our
momentum to impossible speeds in real-space would cause our ships
to shred apart under the stresses of such an acceleration of
mass.

Think of it like this: our energy mass is not subject
to the untold g-forces that would be associated with the ungodly
acceleration to hundreds of thousands of light-years per second
because it resides in subspace, where it has apparently not moved
at all, but the matter connected to it in real-space, our ship,
would still be subjected to those g-forces as it caught up to the
tethered energy when it reemerges from subspace.

It would take the energy of a thousand stars to power
our inertial dampeners enough to prevent the vessel from tearing
itself apart and prevent any living beings on board from being
instantly liquefied. Even if our shipboard systems could handle
that much energy, there was no way we could possibly generate
enough power to even attempt it. At least that's what everyone else
thinks is an immutable fact.

But... I have also theorized a different idea. One
that my colleagues at the United Space Travel Engineers Guild had
called me mad for. One that got me thrown out of the guild. One
that got me private funding from an aging, eccentric, self-made
trillionaire on Earth who has the vision of visiting an alien
planet before he dies. One that got me the command of the most
advanced research vessel in the solar system.

Earth has lost many ships to un-mapped rifts, like
the one we just stumbled upon, in our deep space exploration over
the last century.

There are other forms of propulsion that can get a
vessel near the speed of light, but they take weeks or months to
build up to those velocities. However, with our preferred method of
“bumping” with gravity projection drives, and using antimatter
generators to power the inertial dampeners, we can attain .8 C, the
speed of light, in just seven hours using five sixty-minute “bumps”
spaced thirty minutes apart.

That's why the Rift Contingent was formed. To map the
known rifts and to discover new or weaker rifts and mark them with
warning buoys to protect our deep space mining, research, and
exploration vessels from certain death.

Over the past eighty years, the Contingent has paved
the way for even deeper space exploration. With the hope that one
day soon we can send out a “sleeper” ship to send men to the
nearest star with an Earth-class planet, fifty-seven light years
away, making humans an interstellar species.

A sleeper vessel would keep the crew in a
near-suspended-animation state, which had a survival rate of
ninety-nine percent, instead of true suspended animation that had a
survival rate of only eighty percent. They would age only one year
for every five that passed. But they would be able to reach another
star in their lifetimes.

However, the Rift Contingent would pave the way
before any attempt would be made. This could take a few generations
of brave Contingent Rangers to accomplish and map out all the rifts
between Earth and their destination. I smiled at that thought. The
brave men and women who are rift sensitive would reach a new world
before any of those pioneers. Those people are my heroes, risking
everything to keep space-faring humanity safe.

It will be another four years before we have
determined and mapped out a safe route to even the nearest star,
Proxima Centauri, from “the fringe.” The fringe is the edge of the
sphere of mapped rift space thus far. But there are no habitable
planets in that system, just over four light years away. Lots of
deep space mining companies are drooling over the prospects,
though, and keep pushing the Rift Contingent to work faster.

I took the Dauntless out with my tiny group of
researchers to start testing alternative ways to travel in
rift-infested space or inside of a rift itself. It took us almost
three years to get out to the fringe, two light years from Earth,
to conduct our experiments. We have been mapping a minor rift
branch just off the main Sol-Proxima Centauri rift trunk so that we
could begin our testing.

We dropped our second-to-last buoy just a few days
ago and we were moving into position to reach its projected
terminus, or rift tail, to drop the last one when we came across
this unexpected branch. The hair on the back of my arms had started
to stand on end and the queasy feeling that a person sensitive to
rifts has, had overcome me just before I dove on the abort. I had
to rub my eyes now that we were drifting un-powered across the rift
except for our reaction engines. I swear I was seeing a purplish
blue haze in space along the axis of the rift. I have been
experiencing this visual aberration more and more frequently. I
knew Dr. Case would just say I was getting space sickness, but I
don't think that is what it is. I swear I am starting to be able to
see as well as feel rifts. I know it sounds crazy but as soon as we
were clear of the rift the queasiness left me and my vision
cleared.

The slightly less sick look on Trinn's features
cleared up in time with mine and she grinned. We spent the next
week on reaction thrusters, sneaking back up on the rift. When we
were just fifty thousand kilometers away, we came to a full stop
and Trinn jettisoned our final buoy and checked its telemetry. A
satisfactory ping came from it. She shot me an apologetic smile,
“Sorry Commander, with that buoy, this is as far as we go.” I
nodded. We couldn't finish mapping the branch due to the appearance
of this unexpected rift. I'm sure our engineer could fabricate
another buoy, but using our limited shipboard resources for that
would cause us to have to start back to Earth weeks earlier than we
would like, cutting short our research.

I grinned at her, “Trinn, for the thousandth time,
call me Jane! We aren't in the service nor the Contingent. We are
just researchers here.”

She sighed in defeat with a mischievous smile.
“Sorry, Jane. Old habits die hard.” Damn that smile of hers always
made me want to bite my lower lip in want. Hey, it gets lonely on a
six-year mission. Of course the five of us have coupled up from
time to time, I was just the lucky one who caught Trinn's eye.

I smiled at the memory of interviewing her for the
navigator position. To my embarrassment, she had noticed my
distraction. Her intelligence and her exotic looks, coupled with
her wry humor, had me already deciding I would pass on her even
though she was immensely qualified for the position. I couldn't
afford the distraction of my attraction to her.

She was in mid-sentence when she saw it, “I was the
youngest officer to qualify for fringe mining with...” She had
smirked sexily at that point and I almost lost it.

I tried to tell her that we would call her when we
decided and she got me all tongue tied by arching an eyebrow in a
cute manner. It came out something like, “You... I'll call... we...
umm decision.”

She chuckled and said, “You can use my personal
number any time you want, Commander.” Then she gave me a little
wink. Good god! I was blushing down to my core; I mean, holy
bejesus that office was getting hot! The little minx had taken
control of the meeting and by the time it was over I had my new
navigator.

I'm quite proud of myself, I had resisted her
suggestive smile, the rich timbre of her voice, and her swaying
hips for four entire weeks into our mission before she lured me
into her bed. I'm pretty sure I'm not the commander in her
quarters.

I grinned over at Trinn then moved back over to my
station while she spun the Dauntless on her axis in our
arresting roll and waited a few minutes to be sure the singularity
we projected one hundred kilometers in front of us cleared the rift
by a few hundred kilometers, then she “bumped” the ship. The action
quickly decelerated us to a standstill in a few short hours. I
could feel the familiar tugging sensation I got from the inertial
dampener system fighting against our internal gravity.

I did a quick calculation of the vector I saw in my
hazy vision and tried to figure out which one the new rift seemed
to be on. The computer dutifully spit out the only nearby mass
large enough to stress the fabric of space in that direction.
Thalius Prime? But that was over six hundred light years away. Then
it hit me. I blurted, “Bejesus Trinn! We found a nexus!” In the
history of the Rift Contingent explorations, only two nexuses have
been found. A nexus is where two different rift systems cross.
Computer models show this rare event would generally happen at the
weakest end of a rift as it crossed an area dominated by a rift
between two closer masses.

Computer models only show them extending three
hundred or possibly four hundred light years. So this was
unprecedented. But I thought of Dr. Kevin Lee. He had been
ridiculed when he suggested that rifts were actually expanding and
new rifts were forming. But most of the researchers think that is
preposterous because almost every computer model shows them
contracting. Almost every one…

I shook my head, we still know so little about rifts.
I raised an imaginary glass of champagne to Dr. Lee. With this
discovery, he was going to be taken a little more seriously
now.

I paused to think again, maybe this is why we were
taken by surprise, and were almost smeared across space in a
spectacular death. Was this a new rift just forming? It was so weak
I had almost missed it, just like Trinn. Hmmm... I'll have to look
at Dr. Lee's work a little more thoroughly when I get back to my
quarters tonight.

Trinn and I looked at each other and smiled. We knew
what this meant, since we had used our last location buoy, we would
use the tail of this new rift branch for our experiments. This was
good, as it was barely a hundred million kilometers wide. I said
quietly to her, in case the universe was listening, “Let’s break
out the toys.”

She was already on the line down to our engineer with
that wild gleam of a gravity wave researcher in her eye. “Yo,
Sparky, wind up the Honey Bee! We're going off ship at...” She shot
me a questioning look and I held up three fingers. She finished,
“Fifteen hundred hours.”

His booming voice replied over the speakers in his
heavy Australian accent, “On it!” His voice was tinged with
excitement as well.


Chapter 2 – Bat Out of Hell

Trinn and I were gearing up excitedly. We briefed
Sparky—Joe Montoya, our engineer slash mission specialist. I found
him on one of the old, class six, orbiting ore extraction stations
between Mars and Jupiter. He had a reputation for being able to fix
just about anything and kept the old rundown station running
against all odds.

I hear the place went to hell just months after I
stole him away for my team. I swear the tough, grouchy and blocky
guy, who wore nothing but t-shirts and the bottom half of an EVA
suit, had a tear welling in one eye when he first saw the
Dauntless. She is the sleekest and most advanced ship riding
the heavens, and he treats her like his daughter now. I have a
sneaking suspicion that he and our ship's doctor, Emily Brand, or
Doc, are sharing their quarters as regularly as Trinn and I do.

I did the pre-flight check of the Honey Bee with
Trinn and checked the precious cargo—the two experimental probe
prototypes—as Sparky left toward the bridge to monitor our
telemetry with the last researcher on our crew, Dr. Gordon Zeffer,
our sensor and communications specialist. The big blocky cargo
vessel powered up. These utilitarian crafts earned the nickname
“Honey Bees” from their bright, safety yellow paint and the buzzing
sound their anti-gravity engines make when moving around inside of
a hanger bay. Sparky called this one “Bertha” for some odd
reason.

We strapped into our chairs and checked our EVA
suits, then put our helmets on and checked each other’s helmet
seals. The familiar buzz of the anti-grav engines filled the cabin
as we brought the systems up and the ship slowly rose in the air. I
keyed my suit’s communication circuit, “Gear up.”

Sparky's voice responded, “Roger, gear up.
Decompression.”

I replied, “Roger, decompression.”

We heard the warning klaxons sounding and saw the
yellow flashing lights of decompression in the cargo bay. The
alarms faded to silence as the bay equalized with the vacuum of
space outside the Dauntless. The yellow flashing strobes
changed to red. I said, “Go for bay door.”

Sparky replied, “Go for bay door, Roger.”

Then the large doors at the aft of the ship parted,
showing us the blackness of space with the laser sharp pinpricks of
light as the galaxy unfolded in front of us. I took in the majesty
of Creation then glanced over at the awed face of Trinn Makalia. I
reached over and laid a hand on her arm. She turned to me with a
smile and I mouthed, “Ready?” She nodded excitedly. I grinned when
she shot me a seductive look.

I said, “Egress” as I nudged the Honey Bee
forward.

The quick replay came, “Roger, egress.” The ship
smoothly cleared the doors and Sparky said, “Clear.”

I nodded to myself, and repeated “Roger, clear.” Then
brought us around to fifty yards in front of the bridge and did a
three-sixty roll on our Z axis then repeated it on our X axis,
giving the forward cameras and sensors a three hundred and sixty
degree view of the entire vessel so they could check for damage or
leaks.

We hovered in silence for almost ten minutes before
Spaky's voice crackled to life, “Five by five.”

I grinned, and responded, “Roger, five by five!” All
of that procedure may sound tedious and monotonous, but space is
the most hostile environment imaginable. There are no second
chances in the vacuum of space. One accident, one little mistake,
and you are dead. So we take all of these procedures and checklists
extremely seriously.

Well, mostly seriously, I chuckled to myself, as I
yelled, “Yeeeehaaaaaw!” and fired all the aft reaction thrusters,
sending us careening away from the ship toward the rift.

I actually snorted when Sparky's voice came over my
speakers in a professional tone, “Bat out of hell, Roger.”

Trinn had the same smile plastered on her face that I
did. Any outing from the ship was welcomed. You can only stare at
the same walls, the same corridors for years at a time for so long
before going stir crazy. I called out our progress ten thousand
kilometers at a time. I performed an arresting roll at the half-way
point, fired the thrusters, and brought us to a zero-zero intercept
with our target a short time later.

I was feeling nauseous as we approached the edge of
the rift. When we were almost on top of it, I could again see a
purplish blue haze stretching out to the left and right as far as
the eye could see, like a highway in space.

We checked our ship telemetry and Doc checked our
vitals telemetry with our suits and we were green lit to proceed
with the mission. I transferred ship control to Sparky and said,
“Dauntless has stick.”

The crackling response from Sparky was, “Roger,
Dauntless has stick.” I watched the ship's navigation panels
as they all went to grey except the manual override sections.

We unstrapped and floated back to the airlock between
the bridge and the cargo bay. Pulling ourselves along using the
hand rails mounted on just about every surface. I loved zero G. I
flipped in the air as I moved into the airlock, causing Trinn to
giggle at my antics but then perform a weightless somersault
herself.

This got us a “Giggle, Roger.”

I shot across to him, “Smartass.”

Just to get a “Smartass, Roger.”

I snorted a little at that as we closed the airlock
door. I grabbed Trinn and floated her in front of me then I leaned
in to touch our faceplates together and I waggled my eyebrows at
her. Then I said to Sparky, “Decompressing” as I opened the plastic
cover with the yellow and black warning paint and smacked the big
red button.

That garnered a more professional, “Decompressing,
Roger” in response. Once the lights turned red, I opened the
airlock door to the cargo bay and we floated out.

Then, just like we had practiced hundreds of times
over our three-year journey to get out here, Trinn and I deftly
activated one of the prototype probes. After clipping in our
tethers and getting the green light from the Dauntless, I
requested, “Bay door.”

The door started dropping away as the response came
over the speakers, “Bay door, Roger.” Then Trinn and I grabbed the
control handles on either side of the four-meter diameter,
gumdrop-shaped probe, fired our EVA thrusters and slowly made our
way out of the cargo hold and into space. We each took turns
releasing the probe and flying around the other to check for suit
leaks or damage, then we proceeded to the ends of our
half-kilometer tethers with the probe.

Then we activated the miniaturized matter-antimatter
collider that would power the probe by each manually flipping the
large breakers which were big handles painted safety yellow. That
is why we had to leave the ship to do this. We couldn't activate
the power plant inside the vessel for safety reasons nor do it by
remote, in case some random cosmic radiation activated the
circuit.

Now the bugger was live. I just hoped that the
magnetic containment vessels were as high quality as we were
assured. In the case that they weren't, we had just activated a
bomb instead of a power plant. Trinn and I made like the bat out of
hell that Sparky had invoked earlier and made our way back into
Bertha as fast as our suit's thrusters could carry us.

Once we were back safely in the ship and strapped
into our seats on the bridge, I pulled us back forty kilometers or
so... hmmm... ten more. I grinned to myself. I didn't come all this
way just to blow up.

It was silent for a few long minutes as the crew of
the Dauntless, including Trinn and I, just looked at the
probe controls. Everything was green across the board. I said, “Ok.
Here it goes.”

Gordon interrupted, “Commander, shouldn't you say
something? I mean this is a historic event.”

I thought about it and said in a regal voice, “Let's
not fuck this up.”

Trinn smiled warmly and rolled her eyes, “How poetic,
people will be quoting those words of inspiration for centuries if
this works.”

I waggled my eyebrows at her again and said, “Systems
up" as I activated the probe.

The echo from the Dauntless came with every
system I brought up. Then I took a deep breath and almost
whispered, “Charging capacitor.”

The final, “Charging capacitor, Roger” came with a
tinge of anticipation in Sparky's voice.

Then the waiting. It would take over five hours to
spin up the capacitors on the probe for it to project the gravity
spike needed to cut through to subspace. We spent the time refining
all the sensor readings from the prototype. Damn, I was proud of my
designs. These were some of the most detailed readings I have seen,
they eclipsed even the Dauntless' main sensors.

I was brought out of my thoughts as Trinn spoke.
“Capacitors charged. I have stick.”

Gordon replied this time, it was all science now so
Sparky would take a back seat until we started our return to the
Dauntless, “Capacitors charged, you have stick, Roger.”

Trinn took a deep breath and deftly moved the
joystick on the arm of her chair. I watched the probe pivot on the
sensors. Then she lined up the desired trajectory and closed her
eyes, taking another deep breath. I swear I wasn't breathing at
all. She flipped open the plastic case below the joystick and
flipped the switch inside. “Jump drive armed.”

The response of “Jump drive armed, Roger” was almost
drowned out by the sound of my own pulse pounding in my ears. This
was it! The culmination of my life's work! This would either
vindicate my theories or secure my place in the annuls of space
engineering history as an interstellar joke.

She looked over at me with questioning eyes and I
nodded. My heart was in my throat. She said, “Initiating jump” as
she hit the red button at the top of the stick.

I swear I could feel it all happening, we were so
close as the probe first wrapped itself in a gravity bubble, then
extended that bubble in a spike in the direction we wanted the
probe to travel in the rift. This was my solution to the problem of
the point singularity of a gravity drive entering a rift but
leaving the ship in normal space. By wrapping the vessel in that
gravity spike, making the vessel part of it, it was theoretically
possible to transfer the ship’s mass into the rift with the spike.
So for all practical purposes, the ship really never moves since
all points inside the rift touch each other. We would just trade
one location in normal space with another that is touching that
same rift.

Even from this distance, there was a huge purplish
blue flash of light and then we lost all telemetry with the
probe.

I hissed into my mic, “Dauntless?”

There was an immediate response, “Scanning for
debris.” Then a minute later. “Debris negative.”

I closed my eyes and took another deep breath then
responded, “Debris negative, Roger.” That meant one of two things.
Either the matter-antimatter collider blew and vaporized the probe
or... I knew the dangers of optimism so I didn’t voice the
alternative until just four minutes and thirty seconds later. We
started receiving telemetry from the probe, four and a half light
minutes, or one hundred million kilometers away! It was healthy and
squawking its transponders at us!

All the blood drained from my face as whooping and
cheering came from my team on the Dauntless. We had... we
had done it. The first successful faster-than-light travel! I was
getting a little light headed.

I glanced over to a silent Trinn who was just looking
at me with a smile. She reached over and took my hand and keyed her
mic. “And that, people, is how history is made.” She gave me a
wanting smile that was full of promise for later. Then she added,
“Congratulations, Commander Henningsly.” There was another cheer
and I said to her on our private channel. “Let's get home to the
Dauntless.” She just nodded.

Bejesus... we had done it!


Chapter 3 – Homecoming

We spent the next six months performing test jumps
using the two probes until we exhausted their antimatter resources.
We were even able to perform faster-than-light, FTL, communications
between the two by having them barely graze the rifts with low
power gravity spikes at the same time. Reducing the four and a half
minute communication time lag to barely two seconds, but that was
just the limitations of our equipment as it was never designed to
be used in that manner. The possibilities were mind staggering.

We beamed our progress to Earth daily. Being
transmitted at light speed, it would be two years before our
research arrived and the rest of the human race knew that FTL
travel was possible. We would be sojourning out to the stars faster
than we ever imagined.

But we had a better way of informing them. We spent a
couple months traveling to the main Sol- Proxima Centauri rift
trunk and aligning the Dauntless. We compensated for stellar
drift and prepped all systems.

I looked at my small crew, strapping into their seats
on the main bridge. I said with a serious tone, “Last chance to
back out. Either we all agree to this or we forget it and take the
long way home.” Nobody said a word. God, I was proud of them.

It was time for the Dauntless to do the one
thing it was designed to do. The first Rift Jumper-class vessel in
space. I watched the readouts as the capacitors finally finished
charging on their ninety-minute cycle. All systems showed green. I
flipped the plastic cover open and flipped the switch inside. Trinn
reached over and grabbed my other hand. I grinned at the loving
smile on her face and I took a deep breath and said, “Jump drive
armed.”

We all exhaled a collective breath as I said,
“Initiating!” and I hit the red button on my controls.

There was a folding sensation, I was almost blinded
by the bright purplish-blue flash. I nearly vomited but my eyes
flashed to the main screen instead and Trinn yelled, “Shit!” as she
fired the port thrusters and rolled the ship out of the way of an
oncoming ore hauler coming up from Jupiter's moon Europa.

There was crackling on our speakers as we were
hailed. “This is the ore hauler Hephaestus. Where the hell
did you come from you sons of bitches? You almost killed us
all!”

Trinn smoothly brought us about into the shipping
lane toward Earth as I responded, “Hephaestus, this is the
Dauntless. We apologize, we didn't intend to hit the
shipping lanes on our transit from the fringe.”

His voice changed to one of respect, I think he
thought we were from the Rift Contingent since they were just about
the only humans crazy enough to be out at the fringe. “No problem,
Captain. Godspeed.” Then he cut communications.

I took a moment to realize what we had just done as
we all checked the systems on the Dauntless. In less than a
second we had traveled from the fringe, two light years away, to
Jupiter. The first successful manned FTL jump.

As we celebrated and contacted Earth, my imagination
ran wild for what this would mean for mankind. We could now become
an interstellar species. And it would be the men and women of the
Rift Contingent leading the way again. These new pioneers, stepping
out into the space frontier, forging the way for mankind to take
our place among the stars... these brave men and women... the Rift
Jumpers.

The End


Novels by Erik Schubach

 


Books in the Worldship Files series...

Leviathan

Firewyrm

Cityships

Morrigan (2020)

 


Books in the Techromancy Scrolls series...

Adept

Soras

Masquerade

Westlands

Avalon

New Cali

Colossus (2020)

 


Books in the Urban Fairytales series...

Red Hood: The Hunt

Snow: The White Crow

Ella: Cinders and Ash

Rose: Briar's Thorn

Let Down Your Hair

Hair of Gold: Just Right

The Hood of Locksley

Beauty In the Beast

No Place Like Home

Shadow Of The Hook

Armageddon

 


Books in the New Sentinels series...

Djinn: Cursed

Raven Maid: Out of the Darkness

Fate: No Strings Attached

Open Seas: Just Add Water

Ghost-ish: Lazarus

Anubis: Death's Mistress

Sentinels: Reckoning (2020)

 


Books in the Drakon series...

Awakening

Dragonfall

 


Books in the Valkyrie Chronicles series...

Return of the Asgard

Bloodlines

Folkvangr

Seventy Two Hours

Titans

 


Books in the Tales From Olympus series...

Gods Reunited

Alfheim

Odyssey

 


Books in the Bridge series...

Trolls

Traitor

Unbroken

Krynn

 


Books in the Fracture series...

Divergence

 


Novellas by Erik
Schubach

 


The Hollow

 


Novellas in the Paranormals series...

Fleas

This Sucks

Jinx (2020)

 


Novellas in the Fixit Adventures...

Fixit

Glitch

Vashon

Descent

Sedition

 


Novellas in the Emily Monroe Is Not The Chosen One
series...

Night Shift

Unchosen

Rechosen (2020)

 


Short Stories by Erik Schubach

(These short stories span many different genres)

 


A Little Favor

Lost in the Woods

MUB

Mirror Mirror On The Wall

Oops!

Rift Jumpers: Faster Than Light

Scythe

Snack Run

Something Pretty

 


Romance Novels by Erik
Schubach

 


Books in the Music of the Soul universe...

(All books are standalone and can be read in any
order)

 


Music of the Soul

A Deafening Whisper

Dating Game

Karaoke Queen

Silent Bob

Five Feet or Less

Broken Song

Syncopated Rhythm

Progeny

Girl Next Door

Lightning Strikes Twice

June

Dead Shot

 


Music of the Soul Shorts...

(All short stories are standalone and can be read in
any order)

 


Misadventures of Victoria Davenport: Operation
Matchmaker

Wallflower

Accidental Date

Holiday Morsels

What Happened In Vegas?

 


Books in the London Harmony series...

(All books are standalone and can be read in any
order)

 


Water Gypsy

Feel the Beat

Roctoberfest

Small Fry

Doghouse

Minuette

Squid Hugs

The Pike

Flotilla

 


Books in the Pike series...

(All books are standalone and can be read in any
order)

 


Ships In The Night

Right To Remain Silent

Evermore

New Beginnings

 


Books in the Flotilla series...

(All books are standalone and can be read in any
order)

 


Making Waves

Keeping Time

The Temp

Paying the Toll

 


Books in the Unleashed series...

Case of the Collie Flour

Case of the Hot Dog

Case of the Gold Retriever

Case of the Great Danish

Case of the Yorkshire Pudding

Case of the Poodle Doodle

Case of the Hound About Town

Case of the Shepherd's Pie

Case of the Bull Doggish

Case of the Dalmatian Salvation

tmp_96d4eab8d2419b31be3b2f9831244ad0_ygpf8b_html_6d3238cc.jpg
adwv.

CIEULE

SEOITION

—""-Erik,__S chubach





tmp_96d4eab8d2419b31be3b2f9831244ad0_ygpf8b_html_4f92351f.jpg
TG dliire o

Faster Than Light

(A Short Story Prequel)

by Erik Schubach





tmp_96d4eab8d2419b31be3b2f9831244ad0_ygpf8b_html_6c95a843.jpg





tmp_96d4eab8d2419b31be3b2f9831244ad0_ygpf8b_html_m1948b887.jpg
Erik Schubach % 2





tmp_96d4eab8d2419b31be3b2f9831244ad0_ygpf8b_html_m6e3c7216.jpg
She's out of this world...

74 /7
7 (R
3
S






tmp_96d4eab8d2419b31be3b2f9831244ad0_ygpf8b_html_m3cd6c15d.jpg
A Fixit adventure...

ol \ -~






cover.jpg
A Complete Anthology of the 5 Fixit Adventure Novellas






