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"In the Echo of Dead Stars, a Legend is Reborn."

In the furthest reaches of the galaxy, where silence isn’t just the absence of sound but a shroud for forgotten civilizations, "Kat" stands amidst a graveyard of cold steel. Here, at the UNK-L scrap station, the past has no value beyond the spare parts it provides, and the future is weighed only by the tonnage of salvage collected.

But Kat is no ordinary scavenger.

Within her mind echoes the melody of a life she never lived—vivid memories of a blue planet she has never touched. With every bolt she loosens and every engine she revives, she unconsciously weaves a hidden tapestry, binding three destinies that were never meant to meet.

Behind the glowing sensors of her "Crabbits" and deep within the hull of the Phantom Star, a secret lies dormant—one that could reshape the fabric of the cosmos. Is it mere chance that these souls have converged in this era? Or is a grand "Universal Sonata" playing its final movement, proving that separate lives are merely chapters in a single, unwritten epic?

Prepare for a journey beyond gravity’s reach... where stardust mixes with the tears of longing, and the stars become the final sanctuary for those who lost their identity among the wreckage.
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Watching star ships fly past the massive port windows was something that I once could only dream of, but now it was a daily occurrence.

“That’s a Zimmer Halogen. See the large bulb around the engine room in the back? That means it’s the B variant because it has the expanded engine room.” I chattered away as my Mother did her best to hum along at my words to show she was listening even if her interest in ships was nonexistent.

It seemed weird to me that so many people living on a space station above a dump planet would basically just treat it as a diversion and nothing else.

“Oh look! That’s Dad!” I called out pointing and Mom looked up, her blue eyes shining as she smiled, her lips covered in purple lipstick, a weird fashion quirk in my eyes, stretched brightly. The tug shuttle went out and pushed the ship into the dock.

That ship was an older freighter, and it was beaten to hell. The Zimmer had towed it here. A pretty common occurrence. It was easy Cred. Haul some old scrap ship into a dump yard and we’d pay, and then scrap the thing for whatever we could get.

Because that’s what my family did. We scrapped spaceships.

A great great great uncle had once done some amazing things for the Lord of the Duchy and had been rewarded with the right to set up a scrap yard.

It had been running for over two hundred years now, and it had kept my entire extended family in enough Creds that we had become middle class.

Something not easy to do when the population of any star sector was in the trillions at least and most places were nearly feudal in how they treated people.

Of course I was even more different than most. I had been reborn in the far and distant future, memories of a past life with a blue open sky had haunted me from the moment I had become aware I was alive.

Earth was so distant from here, you couldn’t even see the light of the Sun.

I couldn’t even tell what the year was. Too much weird stuff had happened. Dark Ages. Calendar resets fighting other calendar resets. And after time people, at least my schooling programs, just didn’t really know.

“Hmm. Will the ship scrap well?” Mom asked, and I nodded, trailing a hand through my blonde hair, my eyes searching the floating scrap heap. It would scrap very well. Everyone would be happy. I could feel my hands pressing against each other, a nervous habit I had picked up.

I wanted to be out there too. Space was... Amazing. Special.

I had no regrets that I hadn’t set foot on a planet in this life. I had the soul of a spacer through and through.

I refocused on Dad’s tugship. The old freighter was pushed into the grapple arms of the station. Where it would be scanned, and scrappers would go through it. Some would be my cousins, but most were off station workers. Scrapping was good enough money for normal people, and despite the whole working in space, it was actually pretty safe compared to a lot of in ground jobs.

You never had to worry about a station having a super hurricane, or a Mega Earthquake leveling continents in space. Not all terraforming was made equal after all.

And safety measures were very solid. Great Uncle Kyle was the current manager of the station and since so many family members worked here everything was reviewed constantly.

Of course that was for normal stuff. As Dad was pushing the freighter I felt it first. A rising of the hair on the back of my neck that had me jerk to my feet. Mom stopped and looked away from the Tab she was playing with as suddenly it sparked, and she nearly dropped it as she looked up.

Space, dark and shining with stars was suddenly cut through as a kaleidoscope of energy burst forth.

A Warp exit.

The feeling of static in space, a rioting flash as unreality touched reality, and suddenly empty space was filled with thousands of tons of ship!

No. It was more than that. That was a battleship!

I gasped. The clean lines of a military vessel were very different from the almost bulbous form of most civilian vessels. It was a shock to see. Especially since it was way way too close! Well within the safety distance of our station!

The lights inside shifted red, and the forcefields activated at full power. I could even see the light shimmer in space as our station's Shield Emitters activated trying to protect us against an attack.

Just like many of the people on the station that had been looking out the windows. I started suiting up.

Normally the heavy jumpsuit was only half on, the arms tied around my waist to keep me cooler, and to feel lighter, but I untied it in a rush and threw my arms inside. The suit was sealed up and I grabbed my gloves from my waist and threw my hands into them.

The seals instantly locked into place around my wrist and once everything was in place, the force field activated.

I could jump into space without any fear as I stood right now. But I turned to Mom, who was unlike most of the staff wearing a more trendy fashionable outfit.

“Come on!” Mom called as she grabbed me and started rushing me away.

Even if I wanted to keep looking because honestly if that ship was hostile getting into an eva suit, or into an armored room wasn’t going to help. But I did look and relax as Dad was already redocking with the station. Safe.

“Dad!” I called out as I charged and jumped into his arms. He spun me around a bit which was doubly fun because gravity was low in the hallway section so we lifted off the air and spun around before landing gently.

“Hey! There’s my StarBurst.”––––––––“You’re okay?” I asked in turn, looking him over. His own suit was well worn, but clean, and he looked fine, even if his forcefield was down.–––––––– 

“Ah you saw that huh?” He asked, smiling and patted my head. “Bit closer than I’d ever like to be to a Battleship. Anyway, the ship that dropped off the freighter was the pirate responsible for attacking it. Turns out it wasn’t the first time they pulled this stunt. Considering everything. We get to scrap the freighter as the owners are gone, and we don’t have to pay the pirate so it’s a good day.”

I sighed in relief. That was good news. Nobility could have called us pirates as well and taken over the station, or just took the freighter entirely, or made us pay them for the mistake.

“Dear.” Dad called out as Mom pulled him into a hug and kiss. “Good news. I’ve been given scrap rights for the freighter. Gonna be busy for a few cycles, but-”––––––––“That’s amazing!” Mom called out happily, and I smiled along with her for different reasons.

The fact was, Mom was... Well a credit digger I guess would be the right term? She loved my father of course. Truly. Yet she hadn’t married him for love, but to get herself out of poverty. It did lead to some awkward times when Mom thought Dad should push for more credits or work when it wasn’t culturally right.

Weird how despite having memories of a past life, I was more a child of the station than Mom who had been born in this time.

Dad wasn't in the direct family of Uncle Kyle. So he and I would never own the station, or really make more than enough to live comfortably.

I was fine with that. I had my own desires, and it had nothing to do with staying on a scrap station my whole life, but Mom had... Ambitions.

But sometimes it meant when Dad had to work more Mom took it as a positive.

“That’s awesome Dad! Can I see the engine room before you scrap it?” I asked, smiling already knowing the answer.

“Not until you finish your Scrapper Exam.” He answered instantly. My fascination with ships was well known to every member of the station and nearly every traveler that stopped for a refill or anything else.

I sighed and nodded.

“Hey StarBurst, why don’t you head to the hab, okay?” Dad asked, and I wrinkled my nose as I instantly knew what I was being shooed away from.

“Gross! I’m running away! Just let me get my Tab!” I demanded giving both of my parents the stink eye as I knew they were about to have sex.

I headed into my room, which wasn’t very large. Most rooms were just a sleeping bed, which was actually an emergency pod as well. If you were sleeping and the station decompressed it would close down and keep you alive hopefully long enough for someone to save you.

Hopefully.

I grabbed my bag full of parts and my Tab, which was just a future tablet, and headed out once more giving my parents a disgusted look as I moved past them. The two were already close together and kissing, and like usual my face made Dad laugh as I left.

As soon as I was outside, my face smoothed out. It honestly didn’t bother me that much, but it made my Dad laugh so it was one of our little jokes.

I hurried down the dimly lit residential hall. The lighter gravity in the hallways meant I was practically bouncing as I made it to the elevator and slipped in. My feet touched the flooring solidly once I was inside the elevator the Gravity Panels set to a more normal Gravity. I hit the Hab button.

I started digging through my bag. This was my work bag, tools and parts for my projects cluttered the inside.

I had long ago realized that any hope of getting off station was going to take me actively making it happen.

Well, it wasn’t that I hated the station. I loved the rickety old place. It was just that I was in the future! People could explore the stars! I wanted to see it! Like Anakin Skywalker, I wanted to see them all!

The elevator opened into the Hab floor and I walked out into the noise of people.

Here at the top of the station was a massive park.

The glass dome above was currently displaying an active slightly purplish sunny sky.

For some reason everyone liked purple skies in this sector. Something, something the sector capital had purple skies. It was weird.

It was also crowded, not just the families of the scrappers, but any travelers needing a pit stop for repairs or food, or fuel could all use the Hab floor.

Mostly it became a trading space. There were shops all around the center park, most of them my cousins, of some sort as they sold food, or parts, or anything they thought they could bring to the table.

I hurried past it all into the weird notgrass that coated the floor of the park and around the really scratchy annoying bushes that lined the area then across the entire hab. There was an old... Well I called it a tree, but it really wasn’t. It wasn’t wood, but actually a growing stone that looked sort of like a gnarled old tree without leaves.

It was some sort of Lithicmorph. A stone that grew, found on some planet in the sector. We brought up rocks from the moon for it from time to time, but otherwise it just grew quietly.

I climbed up it with familiar steps and then used it to jump onto the roofing above the shops. There was a nice quiet niche that none of the travelers could get to, where I could be left alone...




“Hey Marie.” I called out grumpily, some of my cousins were already up here. Slacking off.

“Oh little Kathy!”

“‘M not little.” I grumbled, I really wasn’t, but I still got stuck with the nickname. I decided to ignore the older teenagers. I was here to get some work done, and they wouldn’t stop me. I flopped in an empty section and pulled open my bag.



Time to finish some more work on my project.

From within the bag I dug around for the scattered parts, grabbing half a dozen bits and bobs, and started working. The outer casing was an old nav beacon that had been thrown out, that I had snatched up. Inside, already installed, was a gravity panel that I had fixed up and adjusted properly.

That was all mostly done, but I was struggling now with the limbs. Making a hover drone was not easy. Especially without a lot of manufacturing supplies. I had to dig through the trash and wait for something to sing to me, that it wanted to be something else.

I blinked and shook off the thought. It was sort of like that though. I had been reborn with... Something extra.

It always made me wonder if I was actually me, or just some weird faux memory of some nanomachines, or something else entirely. Either way it pushed me to build things, and made me capable of wondrous feats.

Or it would. Once a few of these drones were done and I had some hands that could properly lift things around.

“Playing with junk again?” I looked up at Marshall and glared, carefully I put the drone casing back into the bag and covered it up so he couldn’t swipe it. As always Marshall with his stupid short blonde hair done up in slick backed spikes which was the nova way for boys to look in the far future was glaring at me.

“It’s only junk until I fix it.” I said, despite knowing he would not let it go.––––––––“A Nav beacon? C’mon what’s the use of that? It’s trash!”––––––––“It’s just the casing. I’m making it something else.” I grumbled, but Marshall sighed.

He was one of my oldest, teenage cousins. I was lucky he wasn’t of the main line though because he was a bossy little shit. He was nice sometimes unless you went against what he said then he’d turn nasty. The worst part was he had an ego, and a desire to be treated like a king.

He had already gotten annoyed at me tinkering and told me to stop before. He viewed it as a waste of time.

As if he had any right to make me stop, but I knew that this could go bad.

“Kat. You need to stop playing around! You should be studying for your scrapper exam! You’ll be useless if you can’t finish that. Not playing with garbage! We-”––––––––“Marshall.” A voice called out and everyone went quiet.

It was Carter. He was three years younger than Marshall, and one year older than me, at fifteen but everyone listened to him. He was Great Uncle Kyle's Direct child.

The Heir to the station eventually.

“C’mon Carter, I’m just trying to get Kat to focus up!”

“That’s up to her folks, Marshall. Leave her alone already. Remember how she fixed that light in Marie’s room?”––––––––“Yep, it works great now!” Marie called out, throwing me a wink.

“She’s got some skill with it, and whether she passes or not is her problem not yours.”

“Fine.” Marshall grumbled and walked away without looking and I relaxed. I looked up and Carter just looked away from me, to continue talking with his friends a bit further down.

I pulled out my drone and got back to work.

It needed... Tools, and strength enough to adjust heavy objects that I couldn’t move. I couldn’t exactly make a ship with just the arm strength of a fourteen year old.

I continued tinkering and slowly it came together. A Tab to act as both vocal, and visual equipment, as well as a good basis for accessing comm channels. Only one arm so far. Eventually it would have two. It was a cute little clamper, I had ‘acquired’ from some scrap.

Right now it didn’t have any legs, just the one arm. But eventually it would have four legs. Making it a sort of crab shape.

Programming a pseudo AI had taken me literally years. A pet project I’d been working on since I first realized I’d need to pull a Tony Stark if I ever wanted to get off this station. Luckily once you formed an AI kernel, you could have as many as you wanted by just making a new copy of the kernel.

Although this would be the first time I’d given my little nascent AI an actual body. Finally bringing her out of the digital space she had lived and learned in so far.

I nodded as I tested the limb and it seemed to work.

“Let’s see how you like that.” I muttered and pressed a button then turned a knob hidden in a control panel letting the drone boot up.

Slowly a light flickered on the Tab in the front, it flickered and a cute little pair of digital eyes and a mouth formed on the screen.

The eyes blinked as they seemed to look around, although that was actually a loading sequence, and then its mouth shifted. Jumping up and down like an audio meter, but in the shape of a cute little face.

If you were going to make an AI, always make it cute.

“Ah! It’s Katherine! Hi Katherine!” It squirmed, in my grip as it called out to me.

“Hi Crabbit.” I whispered back smiling as the bright childish voice came from the drone. “I finished one of your limbs, can you run through the tests for me?”––––––––“Ah! New equipment found! Searching! Yes! Running tests.” And the little gripper limb with plenty of little attachments shifted around opening, closing, and pushing out the diagnostic tools, before closing them back up going through everything.

“Huh. What’s that, Kat?” Marie asked suddenly, hunkering down beside me.––––––––“She’s Crabbit.” I told her with a smile. The name was meaningless, but I had of course had a few hundred sketches on my Tab about what the drone would look like when she was complete, and the fact I kept coming to a similar design was surely a sign of Carcinisation. They kept coming out crab shaped, because that’s what I needed.

And the rest of the name was because there were two long sensor arrays coming off the top of their head... Well they looked like rabbit ears.

Hence Crabbit.

“She’s my helper drone.” I told Marie with a big smile I couldn’t contain, because she was active!

“Wow, you made your own little toy Drone? That’s so cute!”

“It’s not a toy.” I grumbled, but I couldn’t help but start smiling as I lifted her up. “The Crabbit is everything I need to repair and build any project I could need! It has an integrated Gravity Panel which means as long as it’s working in tandem with a few others it can even lift battleship armor plates!”

“Wow.” Marie said, poking at her purple lipstick for a moment before giggling and just reaching out and poking my nose. “You’re so cute little Kathy.”

“I’m not little! I’m bigger than you!” I grumbled and sat up taller so I loomed over the older girl. My messy blonde hair made my shadow big enough to hide her in, that’s how good I was at looming!

I was actually tall for my age thanks to the biomods that ran through my family, sometimes they still popped up randomly.

I was already twice the size of any other girl my age on the station. I definitely had some soldier nanomachines active, as I was hungrier than normal, and I had more muscle than a fourteen year old girl should have.

It left me looking bullish, I was kinda ugly if I admitted it to myself. A bit too broad, a bit too tall, a bit too wide.

But everyone called me little because of one stupid incident when I was a kid!

“But you’re the only one that could slip in-”––––––––“I don’t want to hear it!” I said over her voice, glaring and she laughed in delight. I had slipped into a hidden compartment in a freighter we were scrapping once when I was little, and ended up refusing to leave. I was so small no one else could get me out until my demands were met.

Also I had found one of the ships smuggling compartments while in there, so I hadn’t been punished too badly for wasting everyone's time.

I nodded as I looked over the Crabbit. Its self-test completed, but I could just... It was a feeling. Machines sang to me, and at the same time they wanted to be built. I could think about anything mechanical and my brain simply looked at everything around me, and started telling me what I would need to fix it.

Well... It was more complicated than just that. I still had to do some studying, and learning actual mechanics helped, but I could look at a broken ship and she’d tell me what was wrong with her.

I could look at a broken light, and know that the wire was shorting out because of improper installation.

It was nice. Listening to the melody of technology around me, but it did make me a bit weird compared to my peers. I was a bit awkward, honestly. ‘Modern’ space slang was weird, and I barely used it, and most of the time I’d only pick up on the new slang when it stopped being cool, or when it was used against me that I had to ask what I was being called.

I shook that off, it wasn’t important. I sat back down as Marie laughed at me.

Since Crabbit was not entirely complete, but at least functional. She was now passing all of the tests she was running through, and more importantly, I could hear the singing of well working mechanisms. I knew she was finally done.

I stood up, time to visit my favorite place on the Station.

Crabbit floated after me as I ran into the Scrap Shop. Her gravity panel was working perfectly; letting her float around as she wanted!

“Aunt Sheila!” I called out and got a response deep within. I waited patiently bouncing up and down a bit in excitement, which to my delight my Crabbit copied floating up and down slowly as she grew more comfortable.

Finally Aunt Sheila came out of the back, wearing the same type of jumpsuit as me, as she ambled through her entire storage room of junk.

“Alright Kat, what are you looking for this time-What?” She said as Crabbit floated over, her electronic eyes looking over Aunt Sheila. She wasn’t actually my aunt, but a distant cousin, but all of us were related anyways. “What is that?”––––––––“Crabbit! My repair drone! I told you I was close!”

“Well I’ll be damned.” She muttered looking just as interested in Crabbit as she was in her.

“Hello hello! Crabbit here!” My drone greeted chipperly. “Lots of parts! Repair time?” She asked and I snickered.

“Alright. Alright.” Sheila called looking at me with a smile. “You win. What do you need?”–––––––– 

“So much!” I called out. “I need enough parts to finish her, and to make a few more Crabbits. So pleeeeease!”

“Ugh kid you know how expensive those tiny drives are.” She argued and I nodded which is why I pointed at Crabbit.

“Exactly! Think about how many of them are in the Scrap Field! My Crabbit has Type 4 sensors! They can sweep and find more!”



“When the blackhole did you find a Type 4 Sensor? I know I didn’t give you one! So you better not have scavenged one!” She suddenly barked, reaching out and grabbing me by the front of my tanktop.–––––––– 

“I took a Type 3, and kludged it with a dermal sensor.” I answered back and I could see as her jaw dropped open a bit as she processed it.

“That’s not a Type 4!” She yelled after a moment.––––––––“It doesn’t have the range of a Type 4, but with a bit of programming Crabbit can process the data of both and make a pseudo Type 4! It works!” I called out, doubly pleased because that sensor had been really tough to figure out. I had spent a long time just listening to the song of the machines telling me what to do.

I had learned so much from doing it once, I probably could make a fully functional Type 4 with just a Type 3 and some scrap from other lesser sensors. But that would mean taking apart the kludged prototype one already installed, and I just wanted it to be done!



“Prove it.” She demanded, and I did just that. Aunt Sheila waved me on, and it didn’t take long for Crabbit to find some Iris drives hiding in her scrap. Then my little Crabbit didn’t just find the ones she expected, but found an extra one!

“That brat! I told him to go through all of these!” Aunt Sheila cursed as she took apart the old comm unit and found an Iris Drive that hadn’t been removed. The glowing cube was pulled free with a few deft movements, and Aunt Sheila looked over the power source with a careful eye before nodding satisfied, and sticking it into her pocket.

I was bouncing but kept myself from calling out a long “Seeee!” And instead just stayed silent. Trying to get a favor from someone in a bad mood because they just discovered their son was slacking wasn’t a good time.

Especially since Aunt Sheila was great and I already knew if I just waited, I’d get what I wanted. She was the one to give me the original tiny Iris Drive for the Crabbit after all.

“Alright. Alright. Stop bouncing around, you're making me think the grav panels are wonky.” She demanded shoving a glove clad finger into my chest a little less gently than she normally would have. “You can have this Drive. And we can talk about what you need to make another of those drones... A drone that can hunt down Iris Drives in scrap is useful, so... If you can get permission. I’ll bring you along.”––––––––“YES!” I shouted this was it! The final step I needed to go beyond just playing with whatever scrap we kept on the station.

A chance to go to the Scrap Field. To the real treasure trove!

“Aaand lets’ see if that works.” I proclaimed. Sitting around the kitchen table. Dinner was done, and Dad and Mom were both resting in the living room space, watching some Comm Drama. Nothing that interested me.

No, I had started building. With my first Crabbit functional, work on the second had been easy. A Type 4 scanner made scrap hunting easy.

I was still waiting for Aunt Sheila to convince Dad to let me go out into the scrap field with her.

So for now I was still stuck working with station trash. Luckily, I knew the exact process to make a Crabbit, having done one already.

The new Crabbits exterior was different though, made out of a vacuum unit I had found instead of a nav beacon. It made the Crabbit I just finished putting together more saucer shaped than my first one..

I finished installing the interior hardware on the chassis, and the next important part. I had been planning on using this second grabber arm for my first Crabbit, but this way they’d both have an arm, and that was more useful than a more put together single Crabbit. Especially since I now had two gravity manipulating drones... Well I would once I started this one up.

This is the most difficult part of the whole process.

The fact was, I wasn’t exactly working with the best hardware, which meant the Crabbits were running off cleaning drones, and the like. It didn’t exactly make them smart, and I needed them to be smart.

So I had taken an idea. Both Crabbits were running off hardware that was below what they each needed to operate optimally, but... What if they shared their hardware?

The Crabbits each were formed from the same AI kernel, but what if I did even more Synchronization?

The idea was really simple. The Crabbits would share their memories letting them learn faster than a lone AI could, and on top of that, they could share hardware, since the AI on each Drone wouldn’t override each other. They would be used to sharing digital space, and so could share their own selves with each other.

One Crabbit, many bodies. So if a Crabbit was doing a complex task, it could request hardware power from another and in essence, become smarter to handle the task better.

That was the idea, and just like I had relied on the song that helped guide me as I built things, I had followed the songs guidance as I aimed to complete this upgrade as well.

I just needed to turn her on. If it worked... If it worked, the Crabbits would be so much more useful to me as I aimed for my real goal.

Without hesitating any more, I reached into the frame and started her up, and settled her on the table.

The other Crabbit was hovering over my shoulder, her one grabber clinging onto my tanktop as she sort of huddled close. Something she had started to do in order to stay with me as I moved around.

I thought it was cute.

And then...

The Crabbit turned on. Her little face activated, and I couldn’t help but feel nervous. My hands wringing together as I stared at the small drone that suddenly settled and then hovered up off the table.

“Hello, hello! Katherine! Katherine! Hello!”–––––––– 

“You can just call me Kat, Crabbit.”––––––––“Kat! Kat! Kat!” It cheered as it floated around my head and I relaxed. She was working.

“Can you test your hardware share for me?” I asked, and both Crabbits stilled and I waited. There was no way for me to check on the test, it was purely in the digital space between the two AI.

Then finally they both blinked in sequence.

“Synchronization complete!”––––––––“Yeah! Complete!” The new Crabbit called out and I relaxed as they were both... Okay. They were okay.

Another project down. Now I needed more.

“I don’t like this.”––––––––“Ed. She’s fourteen, and I’ll be with her.” Aunt Sheila argued. I was ready. I already got permission although it took me scoring incredibly well on my Scrapper Pre-test, the results being above the standard.

I didn’t say anything to Dad about whether I should go, I was already suited up in an armored jumpsuit, with a space helmet, and a mobility pack.

I actually had some time out in space already, I lived on a station, but going into the scrap fields was another issue entirely.

“I know... Just, watch her Sheila please. She’ll be on her best behavior.” Dad said, sending me a look that I nodded up and down at, because otherwise I would get an ass whooping.

“She’ll be fine. The girl is a tech savant. She’s born for this.” Then Sheila pushed me a bit towards the docking port. “C’mon now Kat, It’s time to go. Edward.” She said pointedly at Dad.––––––––“Sheila.” Dad responded, both adults saying their farewells as I entered the shuttle I waved at Dad before turning around and settling into the co-pilot seat.

“Alright Kat. You know this isn’t the time to mess around. You do as I say.”––––––––“When you say it and how. I won’t play around Aunt Sheila.”––––––––“Good.” Then she turned to the controls and after a moment flipped a switch and the entire shuttle popped off from the station and started moving. Aunt Sheila wasn’t even driving, just letting the auto pilot make the transfer from the station towards the scrap field.

It was a pretty awe inspiring sight for my Earth memories.

Imagine a small moon, then around it what looks like clouds, until you get closer and you realize all the silver clouds were thousands of ships. Most of them were pretty small, old shuttles, and jump ships for one or two people, plenty of old freighters and the like were here as well.

We were scrappers after all, but not everything that was handed to us was garbage. Quite a few ships were still capable just needing a refit or repairs.

That’s where the Scrap Field came in. We went through the ships and took out anything of value we wanted, and then pushed the ships into place. Tied them together, and left them to sit. Of course it was also a good place to store extra salvage that we found. Some of the old freighters were used to store spare parts so the Station didn’t end up filled with junk.

There was another reason we didn’t crash them into the moon, or launch the junk ships into the sun.

War was a real thing, and sometimes the Duchy needed ship hulls regardless of quality, to quickly put together more ships. Taking a freighter and refitting the engine and adding weapons was an effective method of adding a new patrol boat to a defense screen.

And so we saved everything. Just letting them all float quietly above the small moon until it was needed.

Well it wasn’t actually a moon exactly. A small Planetoid. Like Pluto back in Sol. Just a random space rock that UNK-L floated around.

And this was the first time I was going to be allowed to go with!

You’d be amazed at how many of the ships hadn’t been completely searched through before storing. There were times where the station would end up with dozens of new ships to scrap at the same time, and we simply didn’t have the manpower to handle them all. So they were stripped of the most important bits and pushed out to scrap through later.

That’s what Aunt Sheila did. She went out, usually by herself, and searched through the old derelicts for things we missed.

And now thanks to the Crabbit, and their sensors, I was allowed to come too!

I was staring enraptured as we flew under a large cargo freighter, the block shaped ship was all brute force and even floating quietly spoke of how it was made to force its way through whatever astral phenomenon there might be to get to its destination.

There weren’t many ‘pretty’ ships in our field. We were out in the middle of nowhere after all. But that didn’t mean a few old pleasure craft weren't scattered here and there. The smooth curves of those ships were beautiful and caught the eye against all the brutal, or bulbous modification jobs of most of the ships.

“Alright kid.” Aunt Sheila said as she slowed. “Let’s get those scanners going. I want to make a haul today.”––––––––I nodded and turned to my Crabbit. “Go ahead and begin scanning. Work together.” I told them and both of them bobbed from my shoulders where they were grabbing onto my space Jumpsuit.

They started looking all around, and I pulled out my Tab to get a look at their returns.

“Looks like that one has at least six Iris Drives.” I mentioned with a bit of fiddling my finger was in the right direction. An old Ecal Freighter from the looks of it. Tough as shit, and usually the sort of ship a family might take care of for centuries just keeping the maintenance going and the freighter moving.

But this one had taken a nasty looking attack, a chunk of its side was just gone.

“Got it. Let’s go take a look.”

I grinned feeling the excitement, exploring ships was the best part of being a space brat, but exploring an old Space Hulk? That was something even more exciting! Loot! Salvage! Treasure!

I giggled as we pulled up to the airlock and locked in, even though the ship wasn’t pressurized our airlock would depressurize us so we could get in.

“Alright. Double check!” She ordered and I did, checking my helmet and getting green on my seals, and my oxygen supply.

*Radio check.*

*Loud and clear.* I confirmed and we moved, walking out to the back of the ship, we stepped into the airlock and it sucked the air out, storing it for later before the door to the ship opened and I got my first look inside.

Old and broken down. I could see tire tracks on the floors where the station could have pushed salvage sleds out of the ship once they loaded them up.

*Alright follow me.* Aunt Sheila said as she took a step and transitioned to a sort of floating motion as the gravity panels inside the ship were obviously offline. I moved to follow before grinning.

*Give me something to step on.* I told my Crabbit, with a grin, and suddenly instead of floating in zero G, my feet touched the floor and I felt like I was in normal gravity.

Smirking as I walked after my Aunt until I was beside her as she adjusted herself to grab a door further in and open it, she looked at me, and then looked back at the door controls before jerking back to me.

*What? I told you they have integrated gravity panels... Want one?* I offered and I could make out her visibly sighing before her radio activated.

*Yes... Brat.*
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“C’mon you stupid thing!” I growled, loosening connectors that had been flash fried and then left to cool in the vacuum of space for a few decades wasn’t easy. The plug wasn’t moving and I finally gave up. *Crabby, give me a hand?*––––––––*Yes! I’m here to help! Strong Strong Strong!* It repeated as my Crabbit floated over and grabbed the plug and instead of pure strength used that gravity panel inside to just push against it. I moved back and the plug popped, sending Crabbit jolting up but she inverted her Gravity and just spun for a few moments instead of smashing into the ceiling.

*Wheeeee!*

*Okay you goof.* I said laughing as I reached up and grabbed her to stop her spinning. She could have stopped herself, but she was playing. *We’ll play after. But we need to get this console moved.*–––––––– 

*Yes yes!* It cheered and I nodded. I had been working with Aunt Sheila for long enough she no longer hovered as I worked, and let me just explore and scrap whatever I wanted without issue.

The fact was? I loved it. Exploring old Spaceships was the coolest thing in the galaxy!

I giggled as I walked back through the dead ship, my helm light the only thing lighting my way. *Hey you all. Once you are done with that. The console is ready to go too.* I called out, and my little gaggle of Crabbit cheered as they continued to leap frog a large chunk of the engine shielding out through the door.

Thanks to Aunt Sheila looking the other way, I had a dozen Crabbit now, and more in the works constantly. I was at the point where if I supplied the parts, I could basically go to sleep and there would be a new chassis to finish the AI install with in the morning, as they built themselves...

There might be a few laws that I was skirting close to breaking, but my Crabbit were completely safe. I wasn’t worried at all.

*Aunt Sheila. I’m finishing up here.* I called out over the radio as I watched the Crabbit move the large piece of equipment past me.

*Brat. I’m not even halfway through. Double check again to make sure... But if you are done feel free to do what you want.*––––––––*Thanks!* I confirmed having already done a second sweep. The Crabbit were far from infallible after all, their child like mentality sometimes got them distracted. Type 4 Sensors were extremely good, but there were always materials that interfered with sensor readings, so sometimes you just had to take things apart and use the Mk.1 Eyeball.

I floated back to the engine bay and stopped looking over where the Iris Drive used to stand.

It was amazing. Even without the Drive the entire bay was beautiful in a way. Iris Drives were the piece of tech that allowed expansion into the Galaxy without limit.

Infinite power. It only had a certain output, but an Iris Drive as long as it wasn’t damaged could output power for Millennia without a hitch. They were both ubiquitous, and incredibly valuable. They came in all sorts of sizes, most people just called the smallest version of them Tiny Drives, and they were used in everything. Even if the smallest version were the easiest to produce, there was such a constant need from the ever expanding humanity that they were still valuable.

And the larger the drive the more difficult it was to make. The more expensive the shielding and power systems were needed.

I closed my eyes and I could see the engine room I was in at full power. I could see every piece of shielding, the plasma transfer conduits. It was a good engine. A bit old. It used some older parts, but it had been a good engine. Solid. The reason this ship died, hadn’t been because of engine failure.

Crew death.––––––––I shook it off. Opened my eyes and saw the room as it was, scrapped to the copper in the walls if the ship had such a low quality material.

There was a lot of good engineering in this room, but nothing of value. Better tricks of the trade and better results were possible, shown in a dozen other ships nearby.

Slowly, I was putting together in my head all the best tricks I’ve seen. I wasn’t the only techie in the Galaxy. Wasn’t the only weirdo that wanted to live in an engine bay and tinker with the engine until it purred just right.

But I could learn from them. Even if the engine was gone. The parts taken, or the engine destroyed by directed energy projection from a pirate, the ship still sang to me what it had been, every piece of hull remembered what it had been like to fly.

I hummed along with the song of this ship. Smiling at the feeling it brought.

I was getting closer to my goal. I nodded satisfied and turned around. Heading out through a second airlock letting the Crabbit continue to load up the shuttle to head back to the Station. I stepped out into nothing. Spacewalks were surprisingly peaceful when you still had Gravity. I bounced a few times casually drifting towards the binding cable.

It was basically a cable with a built in gravity plate. It would hold whatever it was attached to, securely, keeping it from jostling around. It meant even when the Scrap Field was hit by micro meteors, or whatever, the ships weren't smashing into each other.

They were all connected but not always well. Making the entire field a sort of spider's web of connected ships.

I leapt and my Crabbit assisted me as I landed on the cable I wanted and I let the Gravity shift, letting Crabbit basically ‘drop’ me away from the ship I was just on towards another.

It was exhilarating. Falling forever and ever until I landed softly on the hull of the next ship.

Then I moved on, three more drops and I was there.

It was an old Super Freighter. It had been completely gutted so long ago there wasn’t anything of value inside, and the ship itself was pretty useless to anyone. So I had basically started using it to store all the extra scrap I had found that I was going to keep.

Aunt Sheila had been annoyed, but had agreed that if I was scrapping I should get some rewards as well.

It helped that the Crabbit had sped up her job by an incredible amount, and we were clearing ships just the two of us faster than ever before.

I landed on ‘my’ hull and ran to the airlock practically giggling.

I don’t remember where it was mentioned, but going from the stone age to old modern earth would take more than just the knowledge.

You’d have to make tools. To make tools. To make the tools. Because things had advanced that much even then.

While I wasn’t in the stone age. I had big plans, and I needed big tools. So I found myself with the same problem. Building tools, to make the tools. The Crabbit had taken years of effort to get even one going, but once I had one. Another dozen wasn’t hard.

That was what I was doing now.

I entered the ship and then went in deeper. Inside the massive cargo hangar I had actually got it all set back up for a normal atmosphere. A few Iris Drives had powered everything, and a few old air canisters brought back to the Station for recycling had given me enough air to get it comfortable.

I passed through the airlock inside the hangar and pulled off my helmet as I hurried to the little mad science station I had set up.

It was a Tab, connected to an old ship's computer console, and then hooked up to a dozen odds and ends and a Crabbit stationed here to keep an eye on it all.

“How’s it going?”––––––––“Yes! Within tolerance! Tolerance acceptable!” It chirped back and I grinned as I looked over the little round tub that was at the center of it all.

This kludged together thing was my hardest undertaking yet. I looked at the small glass tube that I was going to have to replace with the contents of my vat once they were complete. On the side in the strictest lettering it said.



Hull Repair Nanopaste. *DANGER*

I mean... It wasn’t not unsafe? They were fine. I had already hacked into their little nano brains with the Crabbit’s help and right now I was making literally a few quintillion Crabbit Nanomachines.

Nanopaste was extremely expensive and extremely rare, especially out here on the frontier. It was technically supposed to be a military only resource as the military gobbled up every scrap of it they could.

Well that and some of the dangers it held.

No one, uh, wanted another Grey Goo scenario...

But we were scrappers, of course we had some hidden stuff stashed away. I had swiped this tube from the station's hidden store room, and I’d replace it with superior Crabbit brand Nanopaste. Once their first cycle was finished.

Once the first cycle was done, I’d have basically an infinite amount of the little goofs.

And they could do more than repair if I gave them direction. They were vital if I was ever going to get my own ship that wasn’t just a rust bucket. They would help me fix up a ship to proper status without me having to actually repair the entire superstructure.

Nodding that they were growing just fine. I shifted to another project.

This was one of my favorite things.

Iris Drives.

They were beautiful. A square of machinery with a crystal glass letting you see if the reaction was active. They came in all sorts of sizes, but for a ship I was going to need something a bit bigger than the small drives that often powered smallish machines.

I mean my Crabbit ran on the Small sized drives, a step up from the smallest, Tiny drives. Yet the amount of power was incredibly limited compared to what I would need for a ship.

Everything ran on Iris Drives. If you needed, say, a communications console that would work even if the ship was broken in half, then it had an Iris Drive installed.

I looked at the Small Drive. Watching the light inside glow a pretty Blue. It was infinite energy.

“In the palm of my hand.” I joked as I lifted it up.

But it wasn’t enough. This Iris Drive would run something up to a car well enough, but a ship? And especially a ship that I planned?

I wasn’t going to drive a winnebago!

So I had listened to the song, the one the Iris Drive sang, of eldritch unknowable things.

The Iris Drive alone sang a song more otherworldy than any other. Punching through to subspace in order to draw power made the entire tech practically eldritch. There was often a joke that anyone that understood how they worked was insane and gibbering in a padded room only released when work on one needed to be done.

But I wasn’t insane! Definitely! Hearing songs of all the tech around me was perfectly sane!

I walked over to my project. Right now I wasn’t actually building. I was in the design phase. The fact was, I would never get access to a Medium sized Iris Drive. Whenever we stripped a drive from a ship if it wasn’t instantly put into use it was sold to the Duchy as part of our obligation. They paid well though. So it all worked out.

Everyone always needed more ships. Everyone always needed more ship sized Iris Drives. Everyone, and always.

But I had none and would never get my hands on one, so I had done what I always did. I asked the song for an alternative.

It sounded insane even to me, but I listened, and so I slowly created a 3d object in my Tab.

I wasn’t entirely sure how it would work. People that messed with Iris Drives tended to very quickly disappear.

Iris Drives were insanely reliable, unless you started messing with them. Thankfully anyone causing the subspace breach in the Iris Drive to destabilize would usually just kill them, and leave a melted room behind as a testament to their foolishness.––––––––Also it ruined the materials that were needed to make the Drive function, so everyone was wary about messing with them.

But... I still worked. It was weird. A series of bypasses, to shunt the energy from an Iris Drive around... I continued programming as I grabbed a small canister I had left here last time and took a swig of water.

This was insane, yet... my hands continued to work. Slowly the shape of it continued to grow. It was... Strange. Shunting the power through different channels, which then forced the power into an array of other Iris Drives, which... Well everything told me at that moment the array should explode in a horrendous annihilation of reality that would happen so fast I wouldn’t even know I was dead before I was incinerated.

But... I continued working on it. It would require one central drive, and then six more. Placed around it shaped like an Octahedron. Once the power shunted to the other Drives they would then shunt to the others...

“Heh... Hehehe! This is insane!” I told myself as I continued the project. This couldn’t work. Wouldn’t! I know this sort of test has happened before! The Iris Drive was old. Thousands of years old, and really the only changes that have happened since then are better power control systems to draw on the energy released. You couldn’t make a zero point warp shunt provide more power! It just didn’t work like that!

And this... This wasn’t trying to mimic a bigger drive using multiple drives to power one thing. As long as you weren’t planning on going to warp, you could stuff a ship with plenty of small drives to power it. Our Shuttles did that. Most had one small drive, and a few tiny ones. You just didn’t need much power for a shuttle that wasn’t going into the atmosphere.

But this?

This was something else.

“Hmmm? Explosion?” I blinked as I looked up at the Crabbit that asked and I shook it off. Of course they would look at what I was doing.

“I don’t think it will.” I said, oddly confident despite how insane this was.



“Explosion.” She confirmed a moment later, and I laughed.

“That’s what’s supposed to happen, but... I’m pretty sure this will work. We’ll do some tests, and I’ll make sure we do this safely okay?”––––––––“Yes yes! Safe testing! Standard Lab procedures!”

“Ah. You got me.” I told her laughing. That’s what I had told Crabbit about any sort of experimental work we did. Gotta be safe about things, at least as much as we could...

When working with an experimental Warp Drive like my Octahedron Drive? Eh. I’ll call it the Diamond Drive. Easier to say.

“Kat!”

“Wha?” I jerked upright standing where I had been sitting, blinking my eyes. Ah shit. Mom was pissed.

“What did I tell you?”––––––––“That if I keep falling asleep during my lesson time. I’d lose my access to the Scrap Field.” I answered back honestly and I winced at the admittance, closing my eyes. If I actually lost access...

This was a terrible time! I was so close!

But then Mom sighed, and reached out and pulled me down into a hug. I was much taller than Mom after all.

“You really need to get this exam done right Kathy. I know Sheila has taken you as a sort of apprentice, but you still need to pass the Scrappers Exam. Right now you are working under Sheila and that won’t last.”––––––––“I know.” I said honestly with a wince. The Exam was something everyone took at sixteen, and I was inching closer.

I was still working with Sheila nearly every day, or at least as often as I could, because I loved going out and tinkering away, but I wasn’t studying as much as everyone wanted me to.

The problem was the Exam wasn’t entirely technical knowledge. There were also rules and guidelines and other stuff that I had to know.

And I was bad at remembering all of it.

Shit.

“Please focus on this Kathy, this is more important than you can know. I’d have killed to have-” And Mom suddenly cut herself off and shook her head. “You’ll do this right. Promise me?”

I grumbled out a promise, and Mom nodded, reaching out and pressing a warm hand against my cheek. “That’s my girl.”

Then she turned and left the living room, and I was left staring at my learning docs on my Tab. I really needed to figure this out, but everything was so close to being done! The Diamond Drive chassis was basically finished.

Because of the extreme tolerances I needed to make it entirely from Nanopaste. It was funny, if anyone ever found out it would end in my immediate banishment at how many cred’s I was technically throwing at it.

Nanopaste was expensive shit after all. Well maybe not considering I was making my own. Most people would be more likely to pay me to keep it away from them, than to buy it.

I ran a calloused hand across my face. I didn’t even want to be a scrapper. I wanted to get on a ship and travel the stars, but I wasn’t ready for that. I didn’t have a ship! I needed more time to fix up a ship to working condition before I could think about leaving, and no longer be bound by the Scrapper Exam...

If I failed the Exam, any hope of me being allowed in the Scrap Field would be over. Almost no one failed the damn thing, but those who did? They usually left the station shortly after.

As stupid as it was, it was a rite of passage. Do it, or you would forever be considered too stupid to keep around safely.

I shook it off. I was practically falling asleep already, so there was no point staring at the Tab. I got up. I walked out without saying anything to Mom, gliding across the hall to the elevator and heading up to the Hab.

It was busy as always when I entered. I noticed some new arrivals, sitting around the food court area. Gruff spacers chowing down on actually cooked fresh-ish food for the first time in potentially months depending on how far they went. Although most freighters don’t travel quite that far.

If you had to do a month of travel you’d want an Iris Drive that could push into Warp. I walked past them to the food court and looked plaintively at Uncle Henry.

“Don’t pull that with me. You can’t pull off Nebula Eyes anymore.” He told me gruffly aiming a spatula at me, but then he continued. “Hungry?”––––––––“Yes please.” I said and smiled as he flipped some meat on the grill. It wasn’t actually meat, Manipulated Protein was the official name. It came as a paste, and you could eat it as is, but most people would put it through a reprocessor which would set it to some texture.

In this case, it was sort of like a Hamburger... Sort of. If you closed your eyes.

When it was finished it was served on another textured piece that was trying and failing to mimic bread. It was sort of like a Hamburger taco. But with a bit of salt and a dash of ‘Slogan’ which was actually some sort of condiment that had a real name but no one remembered it and just called it the nickname.

It tasted like Mayo mixed with soy sauce, but it was the best I could get.

I grabbed a seat near the travelers and started eating. A bottle on my hip provided me with water. Drinks were weird in the future and I usually just stuck to water.

I’d kill for a soda.

“What’s got you so down?” A voice said at the same time the seat opposite me was taken.

“Oh hey Marie.”––––––––“Nunununuh. Why the sad face?” She demanded and I couldn’t help but smile at her exuberance.

“Studying.”––––––––“Ew. Glad I don’t have to do that anymore.”––––––––“Yeah.” I grumbled, but then Marie caught on and smiled at me.

“Little Kathy, you're plenty smart. You can do it.”––––––––“I don’t even want to. I want to be a ship captain.” I grumbled, something that I had said before although not usually in such direct terms.

Marie though, instead of telling me to not be silly just shrugged. “The Exam still has a lot of information in it, even if you aren’t going to stick around.”––––––––“I know. I just... I have a lot of projects right now, and I can either finish the important stuff, or study.”

“Stuuudy.” She told me waving her lunch at me as if I could be hypnotized. “You just have to put it in risk and reward. Failing the test would be bad, even if you do want to be a captain. While passing would only be a useful thing. Right?”––––––––“Uuuuu.” I moaned, then bit into my Taco-Burger and chewed so I wouldn’t have to accept what she was saying. I just wanted to make shit!

“Heh. See, even you know I’m right. Besides... Marshall will leave you alone once you complete the Exam.”––––––––I just glared at her over my exaggerated chewing as she laughed. Once I was done I responded. “I don’t care what Marshall thinks. He needs to stop trying to boss everyone around.”

“He does, and I think he’s learning that. Did you hear?”–––––––– 

“That he got the aft dock? Yeah.” I confirmed and Marie leaned in to whisper.––––––––“Oof. Working with old Collin?”––––––––“Don’t call him that where he might hear. You know he has bionic ears.” I whispered back.––––––––“Pfft. He does not.”––––––––“Pretty sure he does.” I grumbled. Uncle Collin was complicated. A man that was extremely good at his job, but he could be a serious asshole when he wanted to, and he woke up and chose violence most days. The sort of guy that the station might have kicked out, if his work wasn’t so good.

He ruled the Aft Dock with an iron hand. Usually that wouldn’t have been allowed, but Collin was notoriously good at whipping troublemakers into shape.

“I hope they don’t send me there.” I whispered an honest fear.

“Nah. Aunt Sheila will claim you. I’m in logistics, you know? Her profits have more than tripled since taking you on, and everyone knows it.”

“It’s not that much.” I denied Maries exaggerated number instantly.––––––––“286%” She said right back, and I rolled my eyes.

“Calculator brain.” I teased her, and she smirked like a shark.

“And don’t you forget it tech humper.”––––––––“Uuuuu.” I whined and she just laughed. I had continued to get a reputation as the kid to go to when you needed something to repair. Marie was entirely responsible for that. But with my own ability, and Crabbit helping, there wasn’t much I couldn’t fix.

“Speaking of which!”–––––––– 

“Ah.” I said, light bulb going off. “You were talking to me, trying to be nice and comforting so you could ask me for help.”––––––––“Bing!” She said giggling. “The Logistics has some wonky stuff up there. Aunt Kelly might not care, but the door jammed on me this morning, and-”––––––––“Alright. I’ll help, that's dangerous.” I said cutting right to the point... “But you need to help me study.”––––––––“Hah! I knew you were going to ask that. Deal.” She said throwing out a hand which I shook.

“And if-”––––––––“Alert console. Register it through the Tab and...” I grunted a bit as I dug through the control panel, my hand deep inside trying to grab the problem. Stupid wire.



“Aaaand?”––––––––“And inform the supervisor.” I added, irritated. It was hard to pay attention to the song when I was trying to answer stupid questions.

“Kathy. I think you need to calm down. Most of the answers follow the same formula. You already know all of this.”––––––––“Uuuu.” I groaned, doing my best to ignore her, and finally I found it. A loose wire. I pressed it back in, and spoke. “Crabby, give me a bit of a push on this one.” I asked and micro gravity shifted pushing the wire deeper into place.

“There. Tell whoever came through for maintenance last time to be gentler. They knocked the wire loose.”––––––––“Sure sure. As long as the door works.”––––––––“It will.” I assured her. The song was glorious and happy... Well mostly. I eyed a few things around the room that I could hear weren’t working properly.

“Nope! I know that look. Go on Little Kathy. You did your job.”––––––––“It’s not my job, I don't get paid!”––––––––“Internship among a Gold Rated Space Station! Excellent work. I'll add it to your file.” She said with exaggerated chipperness.

I just rolled my eyes and gave the Crabbit on my shoulder a look of pain. It tilted its body at me, and that made it all better.

This one actually looked like it should. One of the first fully completed Crabbit.

It had both grabbing arms and four legs. With the Nanopaste I could make things much more accurately even without fabrication machines... Meaning as long as I could teach the Crabbit the correct directions, they could just synthetically configure the nanopaste in the correct shape.

Testing this had been one of the main things I had been doing in my free time. I needed the nanopaste to be perfect in order to make a diamond drive, and so the Crabbits had been the test bed for getting the Crabbit Nanopaste to configure properly.

It had actually been going so well, I was onto playing with other ideas. Originally I had thought to grab some random hull from the scrap field for a ship, but... There was potential here. That wasn’t even the only idea!

I was already playing with an armor recipe while I tried to sleep. There were a few shapes I could configure at an atomic level that would be far superior to normal materials of the same type, and I could even make the material ablative and just have it be repaired afterwards!

I was going to make super armor for my future ship!

Well... Extremely good armor for not being one of the Monolithic State’s. The human states that were so powerful, they were the source of the culture for all the sectors around them.

We were out in the boonies of human territories, and so far our nearest Monolith State meant our tech was backwards comparatively.

I shook off the musing and left the logistics office far behind as Marie didn’t want me hanging around now that the door was fixed.

Heading back through the Operations Floor I stopped and stepped aside as Great Uncle Kyle came walking down the hall in the opposite direction.

I gave him a little bow, and thankfully he didn’t stop.

He wasn’t an unkind man, but this wasn’t the Hab level, or Quarters. If he stopped me here, it was as the absolute authority on the station, and not a distant and rather unfamiliar relative.

I hurried past once he was gone.

While Marie had given me an okay, that didn’t mean she was right. I still needed to study, but... If she thought I was doing well, if I was smart enough to pass the test, then why wait so long?
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This was the most difficult moment of my life. Line after line was typed in, questions that I just had to get right answered one after another, and then finally it popped up a message.

“Exam done.” I said and looked at the tester. Uncle Milbert. A very exacting man that always frowned.

He nodded and in seconds my results were posted.

I slumped in relief.

“That’s close, but a pass. Work on your policy knowledge.” He said and I nodded, rising up and running out of the room before he could say anything more. My desire to escape from that room was too great to wait any longer.

I was finally free. Taking the Exam a year early had been a surprise to everyone, but by taking it now, I’d still have a few years before anyone expected much from me, and I could continue to do my work with Aunt Sheila even if Ops wanted to put me with another work segment.

I had a few years before everyone would be expecting me to lock my job in, and start working full time.

So let’s say two years to get everything ready... That would be cutting it close.

I hurried away. Running through corridors and bouncing off the walls in the low gravity segments. Finally I made it. A shuttle was waiting for me.



“You’re early.” Aunt Sheila said from just outside as she was loading up a few tools. I quickly rushed and started helping.

“Finished early. Passed.” I confirmed breathlessly, as I wiped my messy hair out of my eyes quickly throwing it back into a messy bun that it had escaped from as I ran.––––––––“You did?” She asked, shocked. “What’d you score?”––––––––“Passed with a green mark in everything, except for Policy. Got a yellow.”––––––––“Heh.” She chuckled at that. “I scored a yellow in Policy too.” She admitted and I smiled, but I was also lifting her equipment and practically hauling it into the shuttle. “Okay what has got into you?”––––––––“I have a project that I put on the back burner until the Exam is done. It’s why I took it early. Now I have all the time I need to finish it!”

“Hmm.” She muttered but in the end my exuberance, and perfect acquiescence to her orders while working meant she just shrugged me off. Once more, me being a bit odd came in clutch!

We set off, and I pulled out my Tab contacting the Crabbit Collective on my space base to start preparing for my arrival. It had been over a month since I’d been able to come do some work longer than a short stop here and there to make sure the Crabbits weren’t starting a Cargonia cult or something.

I split off from Aunt Sheila with a happy wave as I jumped out of the shuttle and into space. For a moment I was floating peacefully, then my shoulder Crabbit maneuvered me to the freighter I had taken over.

*Crazy brat!* Aunt Sheila called after me over the radio, but it wasn’t the first time I had done so, or the first time she had done it.

Entering into the freighter's cargo space I pulled off my helmet with a gasp and looked around.

There was a lot of scrap gathered inside. Pieces of valuable bits that I would need that would save me time trying to make them when it came to putting together a ship. Of course the most important part was still hanging in zero gravity.

I walked over to the Diamond Drive, noticing the slots for the Iris Drives were still empty. Today.

Today was the time. Aunt Sheila would be working on a new cargo ship that had been dropped off, and it would be on the other side of the Scrap Field.

“Impossible.” A voice denied, and then dozens more joined in chanting the same thing.

“It’ll work.” I told them. The song hitting a rising crescendo as I said it.

“Impossible! Simulation shows a 100% chance for complex deconstruction!” The Crabbits argued, and I turned because that voice was different from normal, she had sounded intelligent, a lot of them must be synced up for that level of sentience.

“That’s because your simulations can only simulate what it already knows. We’ll gather data today proving it’ll work and you can update your simulations.” I told the one that was arguing with me.––––––––“Impossible!” It denied waving its arms at me.



“Impossible!” All the rest then chanted at me, and I laughed. They weren’t wrong. And their tugging at my pants to pull me away from the empty drive was cute. They were protective of me.

“Don’t worry. We’ll take it out past the other side of the moon, and activate it.” I told them. Mostly because I didn’t want anyone to see the explosion if it did go up. “I’ll be behind the edge of the planetoid.”––––––––“Impossible! Resource loss! Catastrophic! More Crabbit instead!” They argued with me, and I laughed. Sure, having seven more Crabbit would be useful...

I looked around the bay. I was up to what? Twenty? Or more. Sometimes new ones popped up randomly. The only reason I knew that, was the random blue paint most of them now had. I had started giving them a little blue to offset the metallic chrome, but then they started trying to paint each other.

It was messy but cute. And I kept seeing new paint jobs.

Sneaky buggers were definitely making more of themselves. But this wasn’t something I was going to put off anymore. “This is it, girls. This engine works and so everything we’ve done has a purpose, or it fails, and my life as a scrapper on this station is locked in forever. I won’t fail. I can’t.” I told them firmly. Trying to Impress how serious this was.

They drooped around me which was cute, but eventually I had my crew on my side.

I took a deep breath. “Let’s get it moving girls.” And I went and grabbed my helmet. We had gotten the Hangar doors working, including the force field that kept the oxygen in. I did a quick double check, everything was still working, and then started the doors. The massive cargo bay doors slowly opened up, and I stood there looking out over the light of the sun glinting off the ship hulls and took in the impossible sight.

This life had been all about impossible things. What was one more?

The Crabbit worked together picking up the Diamond Drive. The Iris Drives, and the console and scanner systems. We were doing this right.

Getting a full reading on the diamond drive as it first activated would be important.

I didn’t need a shuttle with so many Crabbits. My little group all jumped off into space along with our equipment and started flying. They already knew where to go and carried me along with them.

I was dropped off on the nose of an old Freighter on the edge of the Scrap Field. I took a moment to adjust my boots on the cold hull plates and looked out away from the scrap field into the distant space that would be where we finally tested something that would change my life, one way or another.

“Not on. Not on.” I turned and noticed the Crabbit were poking at the monitoring equipment we had brought and I smiled. They must not have much hardware space themselves right now. I walked over and started setting up what used to be a ship station, and started turning it all on.

Slowly my little cloud of Crabbits and equipment flew off into space. Farther and farther. The Crabbit were using their gravity Panels at their maximum, synced together to get some serious distance.

Once everything was stable, I connected and was looking through one of the Crabbit’s eyes as they reached an acceptable safe distance.

*Impossible!* They argued once again and I laughed.

*Only if we don’t do it. Everything is impossible until someone does it. Finish preparations.* I said and the Crabbit jumped into action. Twenty minutes later I was looking at the Diamond Drive with seven Iris Drives floating around it.

*Insert Core.* I called out, and the Crabbit maneuvered the first Small Iris Drive into position. The Diamond Drive was in two halves, and as the core was put into position the two halves were maneuvered closed with the gravity control. Slowly it sort of twisted shut.

*Insert Secondary Array Drives.* I called out, and Six more Iris Drives were gently brought closer, each with a Crabbit moving it so there would be no bumping anything.

The measurements for the Diamond Drive were... Exact. Incredibly so and I didn’t want to fail because an Iris Drive was shoved in a bit too roughly and set the measurements off.

Each one was brought into the square insert at the corner of the Octahedron and Inserted. Clamps securing the drives into perfect position and slowly the gravity controls of the Crabbit were released until it was floating safely.

Everything was still locked down. So as far as the Iris Drives were concerned they weren’t connected to anything...

Yet.

*Achieve safe distance.* I demanded and they all buzzed away leaving a single device behind that would be our close up eyes.

Every scanner I had was then pointed right at the Diamond Drive. I waited impatiently, but I wouldn’t risk my Crabbit for nothing. Especially since I would already be down a lot of Iris Drives, and time if this blew up.

Only when I got confirmation from every drone that they were at a safe distance did I start.

*Be-* I nearly choked on my spit. My hands felt wet in my gloves. I swallowed and started again. *Begin preliminary activation.* I called, and despite whispers of *Impossible!* Still coming through my comms which did make me want to laugh. My crew did their job. I watched as the Diamond Drive began glowing as power was drawn from the Iris Drives warp rift.

It was still blocked though... I took a breath. Felt the fear and anxiety, and exhaled it all. It was useless, I didn’t need it.

*Begin array activation!* I called out confidently, and the song around me reached an almost overwhelming Crescendo!

I winced as suddenly that beautiful blue light of the Iris Drives shifted, as the Iris drives all started taking in power, something they weren’t supposed to! Yet, instead of exploding, as the rifts overloaded, they sent the power through the shunts into another and another, and then back into the Core.

Then instead of exploding like what should have happened. Instead of causing a Warp Rift that would grow beyond containment, and then fail, somehow the energy flowing back into the Core pushed back the rifts expansion. I watched it almost in slow motion as the sensors registered what happened, and I watched as subspace interacted negatively with real space.

As the rift began eating matter, destroying everything before the rift bounced against the power the array rifts were shunting through, and it sort of wobbled as the rift expanded. It turned from a stable blueish white, to an angry red light as it rumbled and exploded.

I exhaled.

I hadn’t created a stabilized consecutive Iris Drive. That’s what I thought I was making, but now I realized that was foolish, that had been tried before so of course this was something else.

I had created a drive that drew power from a constantly expanding and collapsing Warp Rift. It was like drawing power from antimatter reactions. As the matter broke down, as the warp rift ate at reality, it released far more power than a warp rift of that size would normally release.

“That’s the most metal thing I could ever imagine.” I whispered to the stars. Explosions made the best engines. Humanity had discovered that a long time ago. I was just... Keeping to tradition.

*Error.*

*Error!*

*Error?*



*Eeeeeeeerrrroooooorrrrr!* The Crabbits started chattering and screaming over the comm, and I winced at the sound of a hysteric AI.

They just weren’t ready to have their understanding of reality shattered.

It took a long time to get the Crabbit calmed down and refocused. I had had them quickly go and grab the Diamond Drive, and throw a tarp of all things over it, as I quickly tried to get back to the lab without anyone noticing.

When I landed I did a quick check on Aunt Sheila and relaxed when she was still just working without issue.

Then I sat on the hangar floor and just stared at the angrily glowing rift that was feeding off the destruction of material space that passed through it, and the constant reflection of six other rifts.

Can I turn it off? The Song didn’t even hitch and I relaxed. I could do that. I hadn’t just made a big bomb the first time something happened to it. But I was doing every scan I could on it, before I tried to turn it off, as I wanted to understand exactly what I had just done...

“No cults.” I told the Crabbits as I shooed away another of them that had floated over to try and touch it.

“Awww.”––––––––“I never should have let you access the station's media collection.” I grumbled at them. My own pop culture was pretty weak, but my Crabbit enjoyed some of the silly stuff. Including a movie about a cult leader that kept screwing up and saving the planet he was on despite trying to destroy it...

I didn’t really get it, but it was rated well.

I shook it off and once more glanced at the readings on my Tab.

This thing was...

It was exponential. The power a normal small Iris Drive gave off was basically... Increased to the power of 6? Each of the Iris Drives in the set up was exponentially multiplying the power of the core.

I... I had more than enough power for a good sized ship. It was putting out a bit more than a medium drive would normally put out by itself... What would happen if I got seven medium Drives. Could I make another Diamond Drive of that size?

I shook off the idea. That was something I would think about later. Although I’m pretty sure I could... No, first I needed a ship, and now I had the numbers for how big I could actually make it.

It was absolutely doable. I slipped over to my tab and started working. I of course already had ideas for designs and styles. The first thing any starship needed was a sexy silhouette after all, but now I had some numbers about how big I could make it, and the answer was...

Big.

I got home late. Aunt Sheila long since having returned with her shuttle I had to take the Crabbit back and I got a bunch of looks from everyone as I came in through the airlock without a ship.

It wasn’t against the rules but it was frowned on to not have some sort of ship just in case.

But I also didn’t have a private shuttle that the Station Master let me use like Aunt Sheila. So I ignored the mix of irritated and concerned looks as I left the docking bay and hurried to the elevators.

I was so tired. My brain felt melty considering everything that had happened today.

I floated limply down the hall towards home, being super lazy and just sort of shifting my foot to let me bounce along. I must have looked like a ghost with how hunched over I was. Then I opened the door, and jumped back as it wasn’t just my parents inside.

I swallowed stickily.

“Sir.” I greeted him. Mom was bouncing nervously, but Dad was sitting across the kitchen table from Great Uncle Kyle.

“Katherine.” I winced a bit, the only time someone used my full name was when I was in trouble. But that wasn’t the case here. It was just a lack of knowledge. “Come sit.”––––––––“Yes Sir.” I agreed quickly and took a seat beside Dad. He gave me a comforting smile and patted my shoulder.

“You took your Scrapper Exam early.”––––––––“Yes Sir.”––––––––“It’s an interesting choice, but you passed well enough. I’ve had Sheila telling me for a long time now that you’d better be placed with her as your little drones are too valuable to ignore. Did you know that?”––––––––“Ah. No sir. Well... Sorta.” I admitted, and he smiled kindly.––––––––“Well I do tend to agree. But your drones don’t need to just be yours alone. Their performance is impressive.”

“Thank you.” I said quietly, but I wasn’t really happy about what he was inferring.

The Crabbit were my crew, but also my friends...

“I’d like a set constructed for the station.” He said and I winced at the reveal. I didn’t want that... But that was being selfish. I could easily create a different personality kernel, and have a whole array of drones that the crew could use and keep my Crabbit personality...

“I can do that.” I admitted and he smiled looking pleased at my words.

“I’ll set up a space in the foundry for you to work.” He said and I realized I had a chance here.––––––––“I don’t... Umm I already have a workspace out in the Scrap Field... C1H-243.” I said using the numerals of the Super Freighter that I had set up in.

He blinked and I could see him going over his memory before nodding. “Sheila has it registered as a scrap drop off.”––––––––“Yeah... For me.” I admitted, that wasn’t going to get us in trouble, but Sheila might get a word from him about it in the future.

But this was my chance.

“Hmm. If you think you work better there, that’s fine.”

“Um... Uncle Kyle? There is something that I’ve been tinkering with... I was wondering if in exchange I could claim one of the hulls?”

He registered my question and seemed to mull on it for a bit before he spoke. “The Super Freighter is already registered to you.” He said and I realized he hadn’t understood.

“Not like that. I mean... Permanently? I want to repair it.” This got a reaction as even Dad looked at me in surprise.

“You want a ship?”––––––––“Yes. I want to see the stars. I can... I can repair the ship myself.”

“I can’t give you a Drive.”––––––––“Oh! I know. That’s fine. I’ll figure something out! Maybe sell some drones off station? Or offer the completed ship to a captain with an extra drive! I just... I like fixing things, and I want to fix up a ship... I can do it. Safely! And it won’t really cost anything-”––––––––“Hmm.” He spoke not an acceptance, but a noise to indicate he was thinking and I went silent.

I had known one way or another I was going to do this. Even if I had to steal a hull, but if I could earn a scrap hull to use, I wouldn’t struggle to figure out the super structure of designing a ship.

“You’ll have an actual workload. I expect a certain amount of drones. And I was here to also task you with your job. Repair and maintenance. Although Sheila has as I said demanded your time as well. So that will be a half shift.”––––––––“I accept.” I said instantly. And that was that. He smiled and nodded, and after a few more moments of congratulations I barely heard he got up and left.

A ship.

An engine.

And a Dream.

Everything a girl needed.

“Yes I have to go make some drones... I’m behind schedule... So it might take a while.” I said keeping my face straight and honest and definitely not lying... Like a lot.

“Uh-huh. Whatever Brat. Just don’t be late on that. Uncle Kyle might be gentle with kids, but you made a deal, and you’ll pay if you miss it.” Aunt Sheila offered as she hefted the last box out of her shuttle.––––––––“I won’t!” I assured her and then I was off. Taking the shuttle back out. I had to use the shuttle because I was moving a lot of stuff to the hangar, and more importantly I was bringing the Babbit back with me when I was done.

Heh. Babbit. I had needed a new name for the versions of my drones that would be running on a new AI kernel. These ones didn’t have the synchronization tech of my Crabbits, so they were solo drones. They were a bit less childish on average than my Crabbit, but they also couldn’t reach the same highs.

So I had chosen the new name like that. Babbit. Basic-Crabbit.

I hadn’t been sure the best way to build them, but eventually I had decided to use a bunch of the older parts. Honestly they were basically just the older Crabbit builds, from before I had the ability to use nanopaste to print whatever I wanted with nanomachines. So each of them would be unique looking, which was actually a benefit since no one would mistake them for my own Crabbits.

And unlike what I just said, they were already long done. Setting the Crabbits to the task meant they all got completed while I slept.

Thirty drones was a lot, but not for a group of fabrication drones.

No, the big reason I was heading out to my lab was because of what was inside.

The old super freighter was more than large enough for me to stick at least most of the hull I had chosen inside so I could work on it undercover.

Because the hull I had been given was an extra large freighter ship. The sort of rust bucket that was made to just blow through anything in its path and as such had way more material than a normal ship.

I would need every piece of it too. I had slowly come to a decision on the ship size I wanted, and the fact was I was going a bit over what I probably should.

When I started designing the ship adding in everything I would want including my creature comforts, it had been... A bit too big.

It was frustrating to have solved the problem but still ended up lacking that perfect system.

So I had taken my completed ship design, and started cutting. It hurt every time, but what I could do was make the ship capable of reattaching the missing pieces.

I cut most of the crew's comforts. My own living space was still there, but no crew space. The weapons were mostly cut. Then because I simply had to remove mass and size, I had to cut two of the four engine nacelles. Instead of a quad engine design it would be a dual engine, and...

It would work, until I could get a bigger Drive.

I left all the connections in the design, and with my Nanopaste I’d be capable of connecting the completed modules later without any issue.

But it left me with some issues because my dream boat wasn’t going to be as heavily armed as I had planned.

The plan was to have a cannon at the front, but nearly everything else? Side Repeaters for point defense, and fighter screening? Gone. Expanding missile racks? Gone. Laser broadsides? Gone. It hurt my soul to have so few weapons, but I would just have to make up for it in other ways.

Armor? A composite ablative mix that I had tinkered with, that would be completely unusable without Nanopaste repairs. It would have been astronomically expensive for a normal ship to deal with, as the armor ablates in a way that repair would have to be done with fully repairing the entire section of armor.

Since I could produce my own nanopaste, which could simply repair the ablated sections of plates, repairs were easy. I would be much tougher than an equally armored ship.

Then there was the superstructure itself. I was literally using the nanomachines to break down the materials of the freighter and then remake the material from the atomic level to what I needed.

I took scrap Klint Metal, already a future alloy and reprocessed it, Altering it into as strong a variation of the metal that I could make.

Honestly material science was pretty crazy already so I wasn’t even doing anything out of the ordinary with the material itself, but taking the time to configure it from an atomic level through the entire superstructure was definitely a high end manufacturing method. Luckily I had been creating nanopaste continuously, so I had a lot of gray goo already prepared, more than enough to keep the process going quickly as the nanopaste was able to make more of itself faster than I was using it.

Then of course like the armor. I’d be able to replace damage incredibly fast by just throwing nanopaste onto the damaged sections.

But if my ship only had armor then what was the point?

By this point I had arrived, and I flew the shuttle right under the massive freighter that I already had sticking nose first into the even larger freighter.

Within a few moments I touched down, and then stepped out. “Go ahead and grab everything inside!” I yelled to the Crabbits, who cheered at my words and floated over to start grabbing the extra parts I had gotten from Aunt Sheila.

There were just... Too many issues.

I really needed a pretty solid shield emitter system to make use of the extra energy I’d have from my Diamond Drive, and a few back up emitters in case the mains went down was pretty standard ship design, but if I had medium Iris Drive’s in a Diamond Drive... I’d be able to support double, or triple full shields arrays.

Which I didn’t have, nor did I even really have the emitters. Those were valuable and quickly stripped off the hulls as soon as they arrived. I’d only found a few hidden in storage rooms on some of the old ships from time to time.

But then came the biggest issue. I needed a stick. Something that would truly turn my somewhat anemic ship into a danger that shouldn’t be poked.

It couldn’t be weapons. I didn’t have the power for anything crazy.

It couldn’t be shields. Those had the same issues. Couldn’t be speed. With only two nacelles the ship would be sluggish, even with all the cutting for a modular ship design, it wouldn’t be good. I needed something else.

The sensors would be solid but unremarkable. Unfortunately to get up to a Type 5 sensor system I’d need parts I just didn’t have the time to make, even with nanite forging.

If a ship couldn’t hit hard. Or endure, or go fast what could it do?

The question taunted me as I kicked my feet. I was hanging my feet out of the force field just staring into the vastness of space letting my legs feel zero G while the rest of me still stayed in the atmosphere of the hangar. I liked doing this. The weird dichotomy of gravity and not gravity. Of being in space.

God I loved space. I ran my gloved hands through my messy hair and played with the small ponytail I had been growing. Mom hated it, as it wasn’t a popular style. I mostly just didn’t care and kept forgetting to get it cut since I was so busy.

What could I do?

I’d have my Crabbits. Which could be useful boarding troops, but I’d have to weaponize them a bit more first, and that still asked me to be able to board an enemy ship.

The Crabbit working around me reminded me I had a time limit. The moment they started forming the superstructure any hope I’d have of changing things would extend any timeframe out obscenely.

I needed to figure something out.

If you can’t hit hard. If you can’t take a hit. If you can’t outrun them... “Missiles?” I wondered. I could do a missile massacre... But no, that was stupid. That would be a one time thing and then I’d be out of material, and that was assuming I even had missiles in the first place. I already said I didn’t have materials for extra weapons.

I’d already likely need to secretly gobble up any extra scrap I could get my hands on without anyone noticing to finish the-

I rose up, nearly stumbled at the mix of Gravity and not as I got my feet under me.

Could I? The Diamond Drive was already something different. I probably could.

I walked slowly back towards all my equipment, hearing the sound of everything singing pleasantly around me.

“What about-”
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Chapter 4
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“Kathy! There you are!” I looked up from my Tab, food half in my mouth and blinked at the familiar figures.

I couldn’t quite say anything but I threw up a hand in hello and started chewing.

“You’ve been gone so much! I haven’t seen you for more than a second or two in forever!” Marie whined and I just shrugged as I continued swallowing,

“Marie, don’t whine. You know what Mom says. Kat, nice to see you not running for the black.” Heather said. She was Marie’s younger sister. A few years younger than me, but nice enough.

“You too.” I said and then blinked because that was dumb. Ugh. I had done the you too thing. Uuuuu.

“So tell me something Kat, because I heard a rumor.”––––––––“I didn’t do it. Simon is lying, a lying liar who lies.” I denied instantly and completely truthfully.

“Moving on from whatever that is, we’ll talk about that later.” Heather said then pointed at me. “You have a ship?”
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