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THE CREW OF THE KRILLIAN wouldn't know if their journey to the Human Sector of the Intergalactic Empire was a success until they dropped out of FTL speeds back into real space and into the flow of real time. This journey through space within Krillian was nerve wrecking to Ellie Jordan. She found herself at turns resenting her younger brother, Rory and relieved he was there. This was to be her final time with Nix Kaphale, the captain of Krillian, who'd been her boyfriend for the past five years before he went back home. She'd wanted to enjoy her last moments with him, but Rory insisted on coming with them!

Ellie knew that they'd owe their survival to Rory's expertise and skills. She could've stayed home on Earth, rather than go on this journey, but it would be her last chance to be with Nix.

They both agreed that she could have Nix as long as she wanted him, and their relationship lasted until it was time for him to go back. He said he was a cybernetic organism with cloned parts, but he looked, felt and acted human with her. Only the fact that his flesh was so damn perfect hinted at his manufacture. At least he'd been perfect before she'd fed him too much of her home cooking! His lines had blurred and softened, though he was a more fit specimen of manhood than she could find back home outside of a movie theater.

She didn't want to starve him, but a part of her wondered if she'd fattened him up subconsciously. When the weight gain gave him health problems she cut back on his portions and converted her recipes to healthier versions She'd used her new healthy recipes on herself and had finally dieted down to a respectable shape. The generous had called her “pleasantly plump” before, but now she was “buxom.” Of course, her critics, most of them other girls who tried to hook up with Nix, still called her fat, but most men liked her now streamlined curves though she still didn't look like some supermodel. Nix had never complained about her weight, but pounced on her with new fervor when she attained her goal weight.

She tried to be flattered, but it raised the specter of her old fears. She hoped he didn't see their relationship as an exchange of favors and had once tested the waters by saying, “You've given my little brother Rory a better education than MIT could give him. Gram and I consider that payment enough!”

“Tell that to Rory!” Nix snorted.

At least he knew that she didn't need to be paid with favors, even if Rory occasionally wanted better compensation than what he was getting. Her relationship with Nix continued for the duration of his stay.

She could well believe his story that the Humans in the Intergalactic Empire were taken from the best stock on Earth.

“Why? Do they keep you as pets?” Ellie teased.

“Some do. It was mostly to have them perform tasks they'd rather not do themselves. Humans breed so rapidly that they make good test subjects for various projects,” Nix said.

Ellie shuddered, “Sorry I asked!”

A year later she dared to ask him “Does the Intergalactic Empire still use humans as test subjects?”

“Not the freeborn, but there is an agreement that the products of surplus breeding are put in the gene bank and available for testing.”

She glanced at him nervously, “They don't need new stock do they?”

“They don't need to raid Terra to restock anymore. They get enough biological material from the Human Sector in Imperial Space. I was commissioned on this scouting mission to reconnect us to our roots. Terra is almost a legend back in my sector.”

He offered to pay back the Jordan's hospitality with a tour of the Human Sector when Krillian was spaceworthy. She'd gone on trips with Nix before, and they enjoyed each other's company. This sounded like it'd be the ultimate vacation. It had been exciting at first, but months of FTL travel with nothing to do, but cook and clean had stopped being relaxing and become dull. However, her menfolk's days were full during their transit.

She glanced at Rory, who was serving on the ship as co-pilot, mechanic and science officer. Anyone else would've found such a broad range of duties exhausting, but nothing less was enough to engage him and channel his energy into constructive avenues.

He was seventeen years old and taller than most men. The only thing that kept people from assuming that Rory was already full-grown was the roundness of his face, and the puppy fat on his stocky frame. He would be a big man when he was full-grown, but maybe he needed a body that was capable of housing that formidable intellect?

Rory's hair was lighter than hers, a dark brown, while her own hair was black. He'd embraced the spiky look popular with his peers since no amount of cutting or brushing could make it lie flat. His light blue eyes were disconcertingly sharp and looked like they'd pierce you if they stared at you too long. His face was often distorted into a mocking sneer, which was more tolerable than the evil glowers he gave when he was angry. Yet, the girls loved it. She wasn't sure but had a theory that most, if not all the girls, in his study group wanted more than friendship from him. Then there was that little Queen Bee who used him as her regular mechanic and flirted with him to get discounts.  He was always her infuriating little brother, so it was hard to see the appeal, but some people were excited by the challenge of contending with his strength of will and stubbornness.

Yet, those qualities translated into a dogged determination to master Imperial technology and complete Krillian's repairs. It would've taken other men a lifetime to accomplish what Rory did as a pet project between his schoolwork and repair jobs. Rory was so smart that the schoolwork and the repair jobs were routine to him. He'd fully mastered the repair work by the time he was twelve and would've moved on to new projects if they didn't bring in so much money.

Last June Rory announced that the Krillian was fully fixed and spaceworthy at the family dinner table, “Now we need to take Krillian on the ultimate shakedown, and do a live test run into deep space.”

Nix glanced at Rory, “That's my job. You've done enough for me.”

“You told me I could take what I learned, and give it to Earth,” Rory snapped. “How am I to know if I did the job right if I don't have the data?”

Nix sighed at this, “You've constructed a working deep space transmitter. I can transmit the final results to you?”

“I want to be there during the test flight,” Rory said.

Gram groaned at this, “You kept telling me all the nitpicky details. All that could go wrong in a deep space mission. There're the distances between heavenly bodies. It would take a lifetime for an astronaut to travel to the end of the solar system with Earth's current propulsion technology.”

“I got the FTL engine working,” Rory said.

“There's the time dilation. When you travel at FTL speeds time slows in the ship, but travels at regular speed outside of it. Your transit time may be short, but decades will have passed on Earth.”

“The duo-flux drive is operating on a one to one ratio. Krillian will go forward in space, but backwards in time so that transit and real time will be equal,” Rory snorted as he stuffed mashed potatoes in his mouth.

“There is cosmic radiation in deep space. Astronauts get radiation poisoning and lose their cognitive function!” Gram's voice rose at that.

“I've got the magnetishields working. The interior of Krillian will remain clean,” Rory said.

Nix looked at Rory in disbelief, “How did you do it?”

“I used Krillian's drone kits to test the technology that I installed on him. They've been to Pluto and back with no problems,” Rory said.

Gram glanced at Nix who shrugged, “I gave them to him to play with for his thirteenth birthday. I don't know what he's been doing with them.”

He paused to look at Rory, “Or is this all a plan to get me out of your household?”

“Rory!” Ellie had snapped at her little brother.

Rory shrugged. “That'll be a bonus, but I wouldn't risk your life on a lie. Trust me Krillian is spaceworthy.”

Nix trembled and gave a gasp of delight. Ellie wished she were happy for him, but she felt the dread start in her heart, “I'll need to run my own tests, of course.”

Rory rolled his eyes, “Of course.”

“I will do a test run to the Moon. If that works I'll make a jump to Pluto,” Nix said.

Rory eyes narrowed and the corners of his mouth lowered as they always did when anyone doubted the quality of his handiwork. So far, he'd been able to convert his skeptics. Ellie had learned to have faith in Rory by now, but working on an alien spacecraft was the highest magnitude he'd ever worked at. Perhaps, the limits of his abilities were about to be found?

“Only if I can go with you,” Rory said.

“Let's give Krillian a vote,” Nix said.

He meant it as a means to sidestep Rory's mulishness, but Rory did respect the AI's opinion. Krillian was the closest thing that Rory had to a peer in the scientific field.

“It'd be best to have a co-pilot and mechanic onboard for the tests,” Krillian said from out of the communicator implanted in Nix's hand. Most times he remained silent, but he was always listening. Ellie had found that creepy at first, but it hadn't been enough to scare her away from Nix. Later on she knew he had no hormones that could be invoked when she was alone with his captain.

“You doubt my work?” Rory snarled.

“No, but even the best work needs to be tested in real world applications and adjustments will need to be made,” Krillian said.

“Then that settles it. You're not going,” Gram said.

Gram was their legal guardian. What she said should've been the final word, but Rory scowled. “My work needs to be tested before I offer it to the World.”

“The World can wait until you graduate college and get a degree,” Gram said.

Rory didn't say another word.

Ellie almost thought Gram won the argument. Until he fed a series of environmental articles to Gram's addy and a documentary about the state of the World into her entertainment feed...

“You can wait until you're out of high school before you set out to save the World,” Gram said when she demanded he stop spamming her.

“So I can't give Krillian a test run until I've graduated high school?” Rory repeated the words carefully.

“Yes,” Gram said. “I don't want you setting off for outer space until I frame your high school diploma..”

Two months later Rory had a wrapped gift at Gram's table setting one Sunday morning. “What's the occasion?”

Gram was thinking the boy was being playful, that happened once in a while.

“Open it and see,” it was a command instead of banter.

Gram bristled at her grandson's tone, but curiosity got the better of her. She undid the red ribbon and unwrapped the slick black paper. There was a GED certificate in a glass frame. It had Rory's name on it. She glanced up at her grandson with wide eyes.

“I have a GED. I am an official high school graduate. I'm taking Krillian into space with Nix,” Rory's voice cracked when he said this, but it didn't lessen the impact of his words.

Gram glanced at Nix who sighed, “We can't just go on a whim. Preparations need to be made. I need to diet to fit into my spacesuit again. It only accommodates so much weight.”

Rory glared at Ellie accusingly as he said this as if she'd purposely set out to thwart him, and Gram gave a shaky laugh.

“It'd be best if you had a spacesuit too. We don't know if the magnetishielding on Krillian is up-to-par. You risk damaging your genome if it's not attuned,” Nix said.

“Give me two weeks,” Rory snapped.

Nix asked Ellie to prepare him health food for a new diet to lose those last twenty pounds, assuming his weight loss would come before the new spacesuits could be constructed.

By the end of two weeks Rory used the fabricator to construct two spacesuits. One for himself another to fit Nix at his current size. They did the moon test run on a Saturday. Rory came back with a bag full of moon rocks for his collection.

Ellie spoke to Nix privately when they were together that night, “There is still the test run to Pluto to do, but Krillian worked perfectly. It was the smoothest ride I had in my life. He held up a counter on the right arm of his suit that looked like a light green neon panel. “The interior was so clean I might as well have been planet side.”

She saw the successful test flight to Pluto as a foregone conclusion, so why couldn't she feel the same about this journey to Imperial Space? Or didn't she care what her menfolk did as long as her own personal safety wasn't on the line?
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IT'D BEEN FIVE ANNUMS since Nix and Krillian experienced full integration. Captain and vessel were meant to act in unison. Data streamed into Nix's consciousness ,and he didn't need monitors to tell him what the readings were for the various systems like Rory did. The boy had no neural implants to feed him data or augment his natural intelligence. Yet, his mind was so keen, his touch so sure, his breadth of knowledge so vast that Nix knew that Krillian preferred Rory's touch at the controls rather than his own.

Just when Nix's attention was piqued by a rise in heat, an adjustment was already made, a programming patch would be inserted into an imperfect algorithm that hadn't accounted for a factor that showed up in transit. Each diem brought about at least two anomalies that had to be accounted for and dealt with, and each time the boy addressed them with an awe inspiring efficiency and competence that would've been commendable in a licensed cybermech and was amazing in a self-taught bricoleur.

The closest Nix came to telling Ellie about her brother's work during the journey was when he said, “Your brother makes a good copilot,” as they settled in for a sleep cycle.

“I was worried you'd be throttling him, if you spent too much time together, “Ellie sighed.

Nix would've considered it a failing, but he wasn't the only one that couldn't stand prolonged exposure to Rory Jordan. Luckily, Rory was easily absorbed in his pet projects at home, which gave the people who lived with him a break. Gram and Ellie assumed he was conducting research for his inventions with his online time when he closed his private room to visitors. Nix knew better, but allowed the Jordan women to keep their comfortable assumptions.

“Keeping Krillian's systems in order keeps him out of mischief,” Nix sighed.

“There's nothing for him to download out in deep space you mean?” Ellie snorted.

“That too,” Nix chuckled.

***
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THEY AWOKE TO A KLAXON alarm. “What the!” Ellie jolted awake.

She reached for her spacesuit in case their was a breach in the magnetishielding. Technically they should never be taken off during their journey, but not even Nix could stand to keep them on when he had a bowel movement. He and Ellie also gave each other reasons to take the suits off at night, and Nix had to dress in his spacesuit too.

“Think there's been a breach in the shield?” Ellie asked him as they walked to the bridge.

“The indicators are all reading green. That means the atmosphere is clean and free from cosmic radiation,” Nix sighed as he glanced along the hallway. The green stripes along Krillian's walls and their suits almost looked decorative, but were visual indicators of the stability of their artificial environment.

Ellie rolled her eyes. “I'm going to be so mad at Rory if I find out that he's been arguing with Krillian again!”

Nix shook his head but didn't voice agreement. Krillian often voiced objection and rallied for moral support by issuing alarms back on Terra, but surely he wouldn't engage in such behavior while they were in deep space? Perhaps he should've input the Terran fable, “The Boy Who Cried Wolf” into Krillian's databanks as an object lesson?

“What have you two been up to?” Ellie demanded when she saw that Rory was on the bridge already.

Rory's hair was more unkempt than usual, and he opened his mouth to give a big yawn. That's when Nix noticed that Rory's spacesuit wasn't fully zipped up.

“It wasn't me. It was him,” Rory pointed his chin upwards to signify Krillian.

“You're the one that told me to alert you when we were an hour away from our final destination,” Krillian snapped.

“Oh,” Ellie said. “You mean we've almost reached Imperial Space?”

“Yes, we dropped from FTL to sub-light. The next step is will be into real space/time,” Krillian said.

Nix assumed he'd be aware of this when the time came, but he turned off his connection to Krillian when he spent private time with Ellie.

Ellie sighed, glanced at her yawning brother and said, “I'll get the coffee going.”

Nix took his seat, and Rory took a position in front of his monitor.

“We're on the outer edge of the Human Sector. Krillian and I can reconnect to the Akhasic Record and send out communications on the deep space transmitter,” Nix said. “There will be an influx of data when that happens.”

Rory smiled, “It'll be good to see what I can download.”

Nix grunted, “You'll find the Imperial datastreams boring in comparison to Terra's entertainment sites.”

Rory smirked, “Yeah, right. I bet your people have a Darknet too.”

Nix winced at those words. Terra's Darknet served as a bastion of free speech and a virtual black market. He would've rather not known of Rory's fascination with it, but had been forced to give covert endorsement of Rory's online explorations. It was the only way they could source components that would've put them on a government watchlist if they looked for them openly. Nix lived with the suspicion that he may've corrupted a minor, but Rory was well aware of the Darknet before he and Krillian entered the boy's life.

“I doubt it,” Nix said, “The Akhasic Record has sophisticated moderation systems in place. Any feed that contains suspect data is instantly deleted, and anyone who tries to use it to disseminate such data is flagged for questioning.”

“And you complain about my country's watchlists!” Rory snorted.

They stopped talking when Ellie came back with cups of coffee. Krillian projected a holo-countdown of their re-entry into real space.

“We've been in transit for six months. This will be the biggest test of the duo-flux system. Only six months should've gone by in real time,” Krillian said.

Ellie held her breath at this, “We'll send a message home, and see if Gram is there to receive it.”

If all went well Gram would only be six months older. If the duo-flux system was off she'd be dust. Her voice trembled at this.

“The Akhasic Record is used to set chronometers in Imperial Space. It can also tell us if the duo-flux system is working,” Nix offered Ellie, and she nodded and gave him a smile.

Krillian verbally counted down each minute and then took to counting down the seconds, “Ten, nine, eight...”

Nix braced himself for an influx of data into his cerebral cortex. He was aware of the moment they entered real space as his mind expanded. He shifted his focus on the chronometer synchronization and gasped, “16 annums!”

“What?” Ellie touched his hand.

“It's been 16 annums since Krillian and I were in Imperial Space,” Nix explained.

Ellie groaned, “Gram! You were with us for five years, and spent year in transit to Earth. She'll be older, but it's possible she's still alive.”

Rory broke into his sister's verbal musings, “The duo-flux system must've been off during your transit from the Empire to Earth, Nix.”

“What?” Nix and Ellie chorused.

“The duo-flux system has been calibrated for one–to–one all during our journey from Earth to Imperial Space. It must've been ten–to–one on the journey from Imperial Space to Earth,” Rory said.

“Sure,” Ellie said slowly.

It was all Nix could do not to snort in disbelief at this. Only his concern for Ellie made him say, “It's a possibility.” Though what was the likelihood that a bricoleur would have done a better job than the top cybermechs in the Spacefarer Union?

“Let's check with Gram,” Rory said. He called up a holo of what Earth time should be, which still showed only six Terran months had passed since their departure, “It's four p.m. on a Sunday. Gram should be home. If she isn't there to answer us directly we can check the chronometer setting.”

He sent a transmission out on the deep space transmitter, “If the crew of Krillian is calling me now I am currently unavailable at this hour, but will be here to take your calls at six p.m.”

Ellie frowned, “Gram's personalized the message, but hasn't given us the date.”

Ellie paused the holo to see the image of Gram. “She doesn't look like she's aged ten years.”

Gram was in her Sunday finest. She spent most of the week in overalls and sweatshirts or T-shirts at her garage, and liked to dress in a proper dress on Sundays. She would go to church and then enjoy a lunch with her friends after the services. She only made them go on special occasions, though she liked Ellie to make a roast for Sunday dinner. Rory found the Old Testament stories of Jehovah fascinating and liked the idea of a “Grand Designer”, but it was hard to tell what his personal opinions on the subject were.

“There's no telling when she set the message,” Nix sighed agreement.

“The Earth chronometer reads it's been five months since our last call,” Rory said. “We've got an hour before we can check to see if she answers the call personally.”

Krillian started a new count down that he illustrated with a holotimer clock.

“It'd be best if we spent time acclimatizing ourselves to the new data on the Akhasic Record if we've been out of Imperial space for sixteen years,” Krillian said.

“We should also initiate the time dilation protocol,” Nix sighed.

There was always the chance that the duo-flux system was miscalibrated and the ETA would be greater than originally estimated. Nix made sure Krillian sent a hail showing their signature and alerting the Spacefarer Union that they'd had a malfunctioning duo-flux drive. That would alert them to look up the data in the archives instead of the active log.

“Uh,”  Krillian started to stream in frustration, “They're sending me a new algorithm for the duo-flux drive. It's for calibrated ten–to–one instead of one–to–one!”

Nix was about to say, “Trust the Spacefarers' Protocols,” but Rory instituted a block on incoming transmissions which was the procedure for viruses and malware.

“Rory!” Nix said.

“Let me inspect the code first,” Rory raised a hand.

Nix sighed, torn behind his loyalty and faith in the Spacefarer Union and his instinctive trust of Rory's skills. The boy had kept him and Krillian functional on Terra, but he would soon have access to the best cybermechs in the Spacefarer Union!

An alarm went off. “Malware?” Ellie asked.

“There's no such thing as malware in Imperial Space,” Nix said.

Rory snorted at this.

“No, it's time to speak to Gram,” Krillian said.

“That can't be! An hour hasn't gone by yet,” Ellie said.

“Six minutes passed in transit, but a full hour has gone by in real time and space,” Krillian said.

“You told me we're not traveling in FTL anymore!” Ellie's brows drew together.

“Time dilation is still possible in sub-light. We're traveling at 80% lightspeed.

“There's no such thing as malware in Imperial Space,” Rory snorted.

A live image of Gram appeared. She was a woman in late middle age with a robust frame. A bit chubbier than she liked to be, but her face was flushed and rosy and her eyes were bright. She wouldn't have looked out of place in an agrarian world, even if she lived in a place that allowed more social mobility between occupations.

Ellie sobbed, “You're alive!”

“Did you give someone else a deep space transmitter, Rory? Have they been spreading stories about me?” Gram's eyes narrowed.

Rory gestured to Nix, “He and Krillian have been outside of Imperial space for 16 years so the duo-flux system wasn't calibrated right during part of the journey. I told him it was working at one–to– one on the way back, but he didn't believe me.”

“Ten–to–one!” Krillian muttered. “The Spacefarer sent us an algorithm for ten –to–one when we arrived in Imperial Space. That must've been the same ratio they used when they sent me and Nix Kaphale out in the first place. We spent one year in transit before we arrived in the Terran System. Ten years in real time must've passed.”

Nix's mouth opened and closed. He wanted to defend the Spacefarer Union against this charge, but was rendered speechless by Krillian's logic.
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“YOU'VE GOT THE DUO-flux working the way it's supposed to right?” Gram gasped.

“I did, but the Spacefarer Union has corrupted the file,” Rory said. “I need to override it with a clean copy and then make sure they can't overwrite my formulas again.”

Gram sighed, “So you two are alive now, but I better leave you to your work if you and Ellie are going to get back home safely.”

Rory grunted agreement as her holoimage winked out of sight.

Krillian spoke up, “I've instituted the protocol that all downloads from the Akhasic Record have to be scanned and approved first, and even then I'll run it through the simulator to see how it performs before I accept it into my cerebral matrix.”

“That'll help,” Rory nodded.

He glanced at Nix, “You better make sure to purge your memory so that it doesn't reinfect Krillian.”

Nix sighed, “I will, but this isn't willful sabotage or a malicious program by the Spacefarer Union.”

At least Nix didn't think so.

“Do they save the best services for themselves, and we got the basic package they give to the public?” Rory asked.

“Huh?”

“Does your Spacefarer Union keep trade secrets?” Rory asked.

Nix's brows came together. He knew that access privileges expanded when you rose through its ranks,” You may be right—but I'm a Third Class Journeyman. They shouldn't treat Krillian and I like some civilian transport.”

Ellie got up, “I'll take Nix in to the terminal and do a manual wipe of the duo-flux update.”

Nix sighed. His neural implant augmented his memory recall capacity, but didn't affect his natural memories. There were some Unfortunates who would be mentally incapacitated without the neural implant to act as a prosthetic for a sub–par cerebral cortex. He was 80% organic, a healthy specimen and had plenty of natural resources to fall back on.

He could edit data collected in the neural implant himself, but there were times when it was best that the process was done by an objective third party. Ellie had to do this to him plenty of times before he learned he was better off using a mobile device or terminal to view Terra's internet rather than to stream it directly to his cerebral cortex. Let the Terran equipment risk infection, not him!

***
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“ARE YOU CLEARED OUT yet?” Krillian asked.

His voice sounded like someone who'd had to go through a thorough cleansing experience himself.

“Yes,” Nix said.

“There was a directive to travel to a migrant processing center in the download,” Krillian said.

“I thought the plan was to go to the nearest Spacefarer refuel station?” Ellie asked.

“It was. Rory's got it so the directive no longer overrides my navigational computer, but it would be unwise to ignore it,” Krillian said.

“We've only got so much fuel,” Ellie said, “Is this migrant center so far out of the way?”

“It's closer than our first planned destination,” Krillian said.

“Maybe it means we can refuel faster?” Ellie asked.

“Perhaps their concern about our malfunctioning duo-flux drive made them assign a new destination to us?” Nix said.

Ellie groaned. If she'd been her brother a lecture would've followed about him being a “tool,” as it was her grip increased pressure on his shoulder.

“Would such an emergency measure include a quarantine notice on our ship's signature!” Krillian snapped, “You'd think I was transporting Undesirables.”

“Quarantine is a part of the process for re-admittance into Imperial space for any vessels that've been on a deep space mission,” Nix sighed.

“So this is nothing. Just your Spacefarer Union trying to be helpful and cautious?” Ellie said.

“They've never given me a reason to mistrust them,” Nix sighed.

“Are you sure you remember things accurately? I have 100% recall as long as my circuitry is uncorrupted and undamaged, but my cerebral matrix was shattered upon entry into Terra's atmosphere. My memories of past exposure to Spacefarer Union policy is just abstract data to me. So far my only personal experience with them is the ten–to–one duo-flux ratio they tried to download to my system,” Krillian said.

“Your experience with Terran viruses may've made you oversensitive,” Nix said.

He knew that Krillian took such infections personally. He'd taken to tracing them back to their source, and feeding false data to their originator's databases, or else anonymously reporting them to Terran authorities.

“I can handle Terran malware easily, and make their creators pay for insulting me, but the thought of malware from systems as advanced as mine is scary. I can out-think Terran malware. It's more of a challenge to outmaneuver my own kind,” Krillian said.

“Is there anyone else we can go to? Anyone you trust more than the Spacefarer Union in Imperial Space?” Ellie asked.

That made their decision for them.

***
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“THE PROTOCOL ONCE WE reach the Migrant Processing Station is for the vessel and crew to undergo a thorough inspection,” Krillian said when they gathered back into his bridge. Rory hadn't left. He refused to admit when he was fatigued by periods of heavy exertion, but he was often irritable and his hair was spikier when he was inconvenienced. His scowl didn't bode well.

“They will inspect my systems. They will inspect the physical environment. They will also do a bioscan of the crew if it's warranted,” Krillian added.

“Well we need to make a good impression. Do you think cleaning up ourselves and spaces will be enough?” Ellie asked.

“That, and I'll run an analysis of Krillian's systems,” Rory said.

“What is our ETA at the Migrant Processing center?” Ellie frowned.

Nix accessed the data, “It will be two hours.”

“Then we might as well take time to celebrate reaching our final destination,” Ellie said.

It was all that Nix could do not to groan. All of Ellie's offerings were a feast in comparison to his prescribed sustenance in Imperial Space, and the Terran foods that were made for special occasions were even more rich. Yet he was powerless to resist them! He'd gained 60 units on Terra, and there were still 20 stubborn units that would never go away as long as Ellie was constantly tempting him with Terran delicacies. Even the calorie and fat reduced versions she'd constructed for him were too rich for Spacefarer standards!

“I will use the fresher first while you two are busy,” Nix said. He thought it best to get his uniform on first before his volume expanded. Perhaps having it on would encourage him to eat less?

He found that Ellie had freshly laundered and pressed his Spacefarer uniform. Nix noted that there was the scent of the soap and fabric softener on it. The Spacefarer Union will think I’m trying to wear scent. I would’ve been better off using odorless cleaning products, but I should’ve cleaned it myself if I wanted it done according to the Union's standards. It’d been so easy to delegate such tasks to others.

It'd made sense to increase efficiency and assign certain tasks to those most skilled at them. Ellie's skill as a domestic engineer was easy to take for granted, and added a certain quality of life to the Jordans' environs. Gwen Jordan was the head of the house, ultimate authority and main provider, though Rory's skill set was starting to eclipse his grandmother's earning power.

Rory Jordan may be a brat, but he wasn’t a spoiled one. He saved the Jordans tens of thousands of dollars on an annual basis in repair bills by keeping everything and anything that was remotely electronic or mechanical in good working order. Nix and Krillian’s needs were added to his workload without undue hardship when he entered their household as a guest...

If it weren’t for his cybernetics Nix would’ve moved into a place of his own once he established his place in the planet’s economy, but he needed continuous access to Rory’s expertise and stayed with the Jordans while he was on Terra. The boy even convinced Nix to do his share of the household chores in order to free up time for the extra maintenance work that Nix and Krillian’s systems entailed.

I wonder if it's possible to have an Imperial I.Q. test administered on him? He acted like Krillian and my needs are nothing more complicated than regular handyman work for him once he mastered our systems, yet only a level ten tech would be certified to work on our systems in the Empire. It was amazing that he and Krillian were functional and back in Imperial space, ready to rejoin the Spacefarer Union again, and it was all because of the boy's skills.

The thought of being back on duty filled Nix with a mixture of excitement and dread. He knew that life among the Jordans had softened him, physically and mentally. It’d been years since he’d adhered to the strict discipline of the Spacefarer Union. He wasn’t as lean and hungry as he’d been before in all senses of the words.

The drive to explore new worlds and sectors of space had diminished, though he still wanted to establish himself in the Union. Ellie’s meals had softened the lines of his frame. He’d instituted a weight loss program a year before his departure, and Ellie had complied by preparing more healthful foods for him and the Jordan family. She, her brother and grandmother had lost weight too, but they still looked soft to Imperial eyes. A softness that looked fetching on Ellie, was forgivable in an elder, tolerable in a growing boy, but wasn’t fitting for a Spacefarer.

Nix took a shower with water, and made sure to shave all his facial and scalp hair so he could comply with the Spacefarers' physical standards as much as possible. He noted the effect was smoother and sleeker, and his skull markings were now visible for the first time in four years. He'd had to conform to a corporate dress code when he sought employment on Terra and grown his hair to cover the tattoos.

He’d feared the uniform wouldn’t fit, but it was built out of fabrics that were meant to stretch and accommodate multiple humanoid builds. I look like I’ve gotten complacent. Nix thought as he studied himself in the holomirror. He was at the upper range of acceptable body weight for his height and frame instead of being at the lower end like he’d been when he came to Terra. Technically, he was still considered fit enough to serve his function, but there was very little leeway for him anymore, I will have to work on that, but in the meantime I must make do with my current condition.

He waited until he was sure the fresher's cleaning cycle was finished and walked into the main living area. Rory was already eating his meal of large portions. He glanced at Nix's newly shaven head with its identification markings with a scowl, “You look like a skinhead again.”

“I’m complying with Spacefarer Union regulations,” Nix said.

“They better not expect me to shave my head and get tattoos on my scalp,” Rory sniffed.

“They won't expect a civilian to comply with the Spacefarer Union's standards,” Nix said.

Ellie took a deep sniff in Rory's direction and made a show of almost gagging, “However, you will be expected to have the basic civic duty and common courtesy of practicing good hygiene. Get into the fresher after you're done eating.

By the time I'm done cleaning up the kitchen it'll be time for my shower.”

Nix helped Ellie clean up the dishes while Rory headed to the fresher, “We'll probably have to use the full cleaning cycle in the fresher when he's done.”

Ellie snorted agreement.
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KRILLIAN'S CREW WEREN'T sure what their first meeting would be like with the citizens of the Pangalactic Empire yet they were still disappointed when a precise voice said over Krillian's communication array,“Crew of Krillian, prepare for processing.”

“Processing?” Ellie’s brows drew together.

“The language acquisition tapes aren’t perfect, and this is the first time we’ve heard someone besides Nix speak Imperium, maybe they meant something else?” Rory asked.

Ellie glanced at Nix's face, but it told her nothing, “Nix?”

Nix sighed, “'Process' is the word I'd use.”

“Uh,” Ellie started, and he stroked her hand.

“I may not be as high up in the line of command as I’d like to be, but Krillian and I are a valuable unit who make useful contributions to the Empire. I'm not an Undesirable.”

She looked at him with a frown. His words were meant to comfort her, but they didn't. It was hard to take them to heart when it sounded like something he was saying to himself instead of to her! “What happens to Undesirables?”

Nix paused. He could have spoken but the paused lasted long enough for a distraction to develop.

There was a sound of loud, deliberate footsteps that caused reverberations on Krillian’s floor. A squad of robots appeared. Their designer didn’t seem to know whether they should intimidate or welcome people. Most of the squad was built along the lines of tall, muscle men. They wore rubbery skin that looked like silicon layers of clothing akin to a security uniform. A tall spindly robot with shining silver plates walked lightly in front of the squad. They followed it and stopped when it stopped.

“Cool, robots!” Rory said, more impressed by the robots then he would’ve been with living Imperials. Rory got along better with computers than he did with people because they didn't bore him. They often posed an engineering challenge even if their computational power was limited.

“I am Ioni 8 and will be main facilitator of your processing,” the spindly robot said.

“Hi,” Rory started, but the robots ignored him.

There was a flash of lights as if in some sort of code among the robots. The shifting of colors was almost like watching a display of fireworks and then the colors ended with a soft green.

“Your magnetishielding is impressive. Your environment is clean of cosmic radiation,” Ioni 8 said.

Rory's lips twisted into a snarl, “Of course, it's clean. I installed the magnetishielding myself!”

“It would be best if you outsourced such workorders to a class 10 cybermech and wore a proper spacesuit to shield you from cosmic radiation,” Ioni 8 said.

“You mean the one with a built-in catheter?” Ellie asked with a shiver. Nix had tried to get her to wear the custom-made spacesuit that Rory had constructed for her, but she preferred to wear her regular clothes like her brother did.

“Yes, it would shield you from cosmic radiation in case the magentishielding fails,” Ioni 8 said.

The robots fanned out to carry out the rest of their scans.

Ioni 8 stayed still and spoke to them. “I will be your registry facilitator and bioscan operator. Identify yourselves by name, age, occupation, and planet of origin.”

“I am Nix Kaphale, age 26 annums, Third Class Journeyman in the Spacefarer Union from the Kaphale line—“

Everything Nix said was transcribed by Ioni 8 into a tablet with a combination of verbal commands and a stylus. Its eyes brightened as it surveyed him from head to foot and then a holoimage of him was embedded into the tablet. “Your record is listed as ‘inactive’ and is scheduled for deletion.“

“I’ve been on a deep space expedition, and lost my ability to contact the Akhasic Network,“ Nix said.

“The ID you are using has been inactive for 16 years,” Ioni 8 said.

“The duo-flux drive was calibrated at a ten–to–one ratio on the way to Terra. I spent five years there and then returned to Imperial Space with a one–to–one ratio,” Nix started to say. “Let me talk to an organic or cybernetic representative of the Spacefarer Union.”

“All the Spacefarer Union outposts in this sector are automated,” Ioni 8 said.

“Automated? You mean they're staffed by robots?” Rory asked.

“We are more efficient than organics and cybernetics, and need less maintenance. Cosmic radiation doesn't degrade our cognitive ability, so there's less turnover and less of a need for magnetishielding.”

“You're telling me that the Spacefarer Union has automated all of its search and rescue operations for space vessels in this sector?” Nix asked.

“Search and rescue operations have been reduced by eighty percent ever since the new warp transit gates were installed,” Ioni 8 said.

“Warp transit gates? What's he talking about?” Rory asked.

“They're supposed to be gateways that warp you to preset destinations. It was being considered before I left Imperial Space, but was thought to be too expensive to be a viable source of transportation,” Nix frowned.

“Automation makes the warp transit gates more cost-efficient,” Ioni 8 said.

“So all the work I put into getting the duo-flux system is wasted since your people have come up with a better transportation system?” Rory asked.

“The duo-flux system is being phased out of operation,” Ioni 8 said. “Your ship's duo-flux engine is the best maintained system I've seen in operation, but it's best to make upgrades since the number of vendors willing to service duo-flux engines are declining.”
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