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Before We Begin




Out of the billions of galaxies and billions and billions of stars in the Universe, there was one particular galaxy that was home to only 100 thousand million or so of those stars. Out of those 100 thousand million stars or so, a large fraction of them played host to planetary systems, and while a large fraction of those had an environment suitable for life, only one species, who called themselves Humans—but who others called Umans—had still not figured out exactly how much life was going on in the rest of the galaxy. 

It was not their fault, and not for lack of trying. Circumstances beyond their control, mostly to include the fact that they were in the wrong part of the galaxy, kept them fairly isolated.

Yet another star, only a mere 54 light-years from the aforementioned one, was host to a planet that was teeming with robots and one solitary human. 

That planet was designated Location Zero, and the human had informed her robot hosts that her designation was Ruby Palmer.

This was a fortunate circumstance for these robots since Ruby Palmer had the ability to fix certain problems for them. One big problem in particular—they were running out of storage space.

While the robots had intended this human to help with their storage issue, this was not the issue that they were hoping to solve. The robots, one robot in particular—designated Swell Driver—brought Ruby so they could test her DNA. Another robot—designated Detailed Historian—hoped that her DNA represented their long-lost storage.

Sadly, Ruby’s DNA did not double as their storage mechanism, but her coding prowess helped the entire planet of robots, nonetheless.

Yet, while Ruby had been kidnapped, this whole circumstance was fortunate for her as well because she was now destined to become one of the most famous humans of all time—the one who had first contact with aliens—instead of potentially suffering a random asteroid hit when she tried to make her way on her own, underpowered ship, Apple Pi, to the new colony on Titan.

Now if she could only return to her home star system, host to her home space station—designated Astroll 2—and solve their problems as well. Only, she wasn’t quite sure if the robots and their planet aren’t quite ready for her to leave just yet.








  
  
Chapter 1




>Ruby<

Ruby Palmer didn’t open her eyes. A red ceiling light flickered through her eyelids, triggering a memory of the evening before. She pushed it away. She wasn’t ready to get up yet, but every time she tried to stay away from the imagery, it poked at her. Every time the light turned off, it turned back on. 

“Computer, turn that off.”

Still, without opening her eyes, she could tell that her command went ignored. Ruby couldn’t tell if the light somehow got brighter and more vividly red or if only her annoyance made it seem so. Red. Bright.

The memory made its way a little closer to the surface of her mind with sharper, more vibrant visuals. She saw her new friend, Swell Driver. Swell Driver was a robot, which was remarkable because it was only a month or so ago that the thought of having feelings of friendship for any kind of robot was beyond Ruby’s capacity or interest.

But after a few weeks in this alien world full of robots, she had gotten to know a few, and they weren’t all bad. In fact, some were pretty good. Some were funny and insightful. Kind, even.

The light. The memory of noodling around on the software of her ship, Apple Pi. Other than boredom, she didn’t know what compelled her to start noodling the previous evening. But noodling turned into finding a staged piece of software which quickly turned into a dedicated project.

Similar to her communicuff—a device she wore around her wrist most of the time—her ship was scheduled for a software upgrade. Before she left Astroll 2, she managed to avoid its installation. Ruby knew that she would lose that battle eventually. Milo Jenkins—the hanger chief responsible for keeping the ships in up-to-date working order—probably knew that, too, which is why he kept the software upgrade in Apple Pi’s digital holding area.

As Ruby let her sleepy haze dissipate, she remembered what compelled her to look at Apple Pi, to begin with. Curiously, she searched to find out if the AI component of Apple Pi’s pending software upgrade was similar to what now inhabited her communicuff. Generally, she wanted to know if there were any more parallels between the AIs created by human-kind and these robot aliens created by… well, who knows? That was one of the greatest mysteries for these robots. They didn’t know who created them.

Ruby didn’t know her creator either. Well, she knew her mother and was quite fond of her in the time that she was alive, but neither she nor any human knew about their ultimate creator. But that fact didn’t lessen the search. It only enhanced it. The robots were no different.

Ruby opened one eye. Light. Bright. She opened the other side. Still bright. 

“Computer?”

She remembered that this was not how they talked to computers here. She made a mental note to change that, but one thing at a time.

Ruby slowly sat up in bed. She was mostly used to the gravity of the robot’s homeworld by now. After living most of her life on a half-G space station named Astroll 2—located in the asteroid belt of her home solar system, also home to Earth and every human she ever knew—she was slowly getting accustomed to feeling her feet constantly dragging towards the ground. The sensation was not dissimilar to Earth’s gravity.

In the two short weeks she’d been here, the robots provided her with several things to help her adjust. They managed to construct a mattress—made from a finely shredded polymeric material that Ruby swore was a simple plastic—so she wasn’t sleeping on an entirely hard surface. They were not able to successfully create a pillow out of the same stuff. No matter how many attempts were made, Ruby always felt one plastic shard or another poking at her cheek. So, she continued to use her balled up jacket to cushion her head.

She still kept her MoDaC—a device not entirely different from an old-style portable computer—which she occasionally used to noodle around with computer code. But most importantly, she had her communicuff, and she’d been training its embedded AI.

Ruby initially resisted installing the AI, but her homesickness was somewhat satisfied by talking to the computerized piece from her original world. She found herself relating to her communicuff and feeling comforted by its conversation, no matter how procedural. If Ruby could travel back in time and tell herself that she would emotionally relate to an AI from Astroll 2, she wouldn’t have believed herself. But she also wouldn’t have believed that she’d be on a robot, alien planet. 

“Pippa?”

She had left the communicuff on the table before crawling into bed the evening before. 

“I’m here. Where are you?” it responded.

“Over here. In bed. Can you turn that blinking light off?”

“No, I’m not connected to the systems here yet. Remember, it’s been on your to-do list for three days, seven hours, and twenty-four minutes.”

“Oh,” replied Ruby. She should have remembered, but her brain wasn’t quite awake yet. She breathed in and out, preparing herself for the laboriously simple task of getting out of bed. She slowly swung her legs over the side of the bed and let her feet connect with the floor.

She stood, made her way across the room to the computer console, and hit a switch that stopped the blinking light.

“Ruby?”

“Yes, Pippa.”

“Just checking that you’re still there.”

There had been curious side effects from installing the AI upgrade this far away from Astroll 2 station. The AI expected to be connected to the station and was quite disturbed that it was on its own. It had instantly developed a form of abandonment complex and frequently lamented its loneliness.

It had no other computers or AI to talk to, so Ruby had to constantly reassure Pippa that it was not alone.

Ruby promised Pippa that they would figure out how to connect it to the computer console in her cabin, giving it more access to the systems of this planet. Still, it required her to learn a little more of their programming concepts so she could write an API—an application programming interface. The robot planet end of that interface was the uncomplicated part. Pippa’s own interface was a little more challenging.

But first, she needed to pick up where she left off the night before examining the software from Apple Pi.

She had transferred that software into a sandbox holding area—a space to safely execute a program because it was cut off from everything else—on her MoDaC where she could unpack and examine it without installing it. Luckily, the tools she kept on her MoDaC included a decompiler, which she had a lot of experience with. She was also literate in some of the common coding patterns typically used by The Company, the named owners of Astroll 2, and creators of this AI—or at least the ones who hired the consultants who created it. They were a few steps up the ladder from actually creating it, but they still got the ultimate credit.

After reconstructing some of the base code, she dug into the location services, hoping she could port it to Pippa. She needed Pippa to have a sense of place within Location Zero. Then Pippa would have the ability to comprehend being in a particular location, like Ruby’s bedroom. This way, once Pippa was connected, Ruby could ask for a light to be shut off, and Pippa’s location services could allow her to decipher which light Ruby was referring to instead of turning off all of the lights in the system or one random light in another room.

She sifted through blocks of code, nested together to create algorithms, passing bits of data between each, trying to find something that would be useful to her. What she saw… didn’t make sense. After a while, sleepiness overcame her, so she promised Pippa, and herself, that she’d continue to work after waking up and having her morning tea.

The robots had created a facsimile of green tea for Ruby. It tasted more like bitter apple cider, but it had the caffeine kick she needed to get her brain moving.

She had accidentally stepped into the limelight of fame and admiration after helping the robots implement a data compression algorithm, saving them petabytes upon petabytes of storage space around the planet. The robots fawned over her and provided her with nearly anything they were able to construct. Or at least they tried based on the materials they were able to access, which were primarily the raw elements straight off the Periodic Table. With few exceptions, they didn’t have access to any of the rich, complex, carbon-based organic materials humans cherished. Her morning tea was one of these things they attempted to produce from molecular scratch—which took a reasonable length of time and numerous taste tests that ended in spit-takes. 

Ruby pressed the button on the contraption that dispensed a mug—made out of a material akin to ceramic—and began to fill it with the sour but strangely soothing liquid.

She picked up the mug, blew on it, and took her first sip as she settled into a squishy chair they had designed for her human comfort, made out of the same plastic shards as her mattress. It was custom-made to fit her height and position her perfectly at the table that her MoDaC rested on.

She nudged the computer to wake. It didn’t need the caffeine like she did. It responded instantly.

As the holoscreen formed into an image with words she could read, it blinked red. Oddly enough, red was a color that the robots couldn’t ‘see’ with their standard sensors. 

Ruby placed the mug on the table.

“What the…” she said to herself.

She leaned in closer to the screen, puzzled by the odd, red blink. Her eyes drifted across the screen as ‘new message’ notifications buzzed. Before she could investigate the blinking, she had to dismiss the messages that came in for her while she slept. As a de facto celebrity, she received more than a hundred messages a day from robots around the planet. Most of them were simple thanks for what she did for them. Many had personal accounts, quite literally, with the amount of data they had locally and all the numbers on their specs.

These messages also came with additional promises of the things that they could do for her—everything from recreating her favorite objects of her childhood to decorating her quarters to solving complex math equations. The math equations confused her at first. This was until one of her new robot friends, Disto, explained that the ability to process advanced math equations were not algorithms every robot possessed, so offering this gift was a common custom. 

Ruby usually attempted to reply to each message with a short, ‘thank you’ or ‘you’re welcome,’ but it took time. She didn’t have any at the moment.

After going through the messages, Ruby used her finger to select the blinky red to give her more information on what occurred with her sandbox’d code execution while she slept.

The window that popped up was a log from her attempt to run the software in the sandbox right before falling asleep. Similar to Pippa, this log contained complaints about the lack of network connectivity and the impact to location services. But there was something else.

It was a log of location predictions—the ship’s location along a possible trajectory at each second. It appeared that a parameter was hardcoded—permanently built-in—to the software, which assumed that the ship’s location range wouldn’t extend far beyond the moon’s orbit about Earth. Anything further than that would be wrong. At first, it wouldn’t be too bad, but after a little while, the errors would build up, and… it would go significantly off track!

Ruby looked at that again to ensure she was interpreting what she saw correctly. She looked again. And again.

There was no doubt in her mind. Every single ship that installed this upgrade was going to get lost in space.

Ruby leaned back in the plush chair and sipped more of the tea to make sure her brain was also processing this correctly.

Is that right? She thought to herself. She thought through the whole thing. This software had to have been thoroughly tested. Every patch or upgrade, especially to the ships, was thoroughly tested. That’s what The Company told everyone. 

Ruby realized she didn’t know what ‘thoroughly tested’ actually meant. She had the same level of trust as others did… it was expensive for The Company to lose a pilot. It was more expensive to lose a ship. The Company was known for protecting itself against even the slightest financial loss.

She had to be sure. She cloned the sandbox she created on her MoDaC and set a clean copy of the code to run, this time accelerating the processing speed. 

Yes, this software was a dangerous thing. She needed to warn everyone back at Astroll 2. She needed to warn Milo.

It had only been two weeks since the day she decided to pack up and leave Astroll 2. Most, if not all of the ships would be getting the upgrade about now. The plan was to upgrade the station first, and that should certainly have been complete by now. The ship roll-out was only a matter of time.

She needed to get back. If they could send a message, she would do that, but while the robots had the ability to travel at a speed that approximated faster-than-light, they couldn’t do the same thing with communications messages.

They were oddly imbalanced that way.

Yes, she needed to go home. A conflict had already been building inside her about returning. It gnawed at her that her family didn’t know where she was and probably thought she was dead. She needed them to know she was okay, but she also felt some shame at running away in the first place. Although look where it got her. 

Ruby had sent an audio-only communication using the robot’s long-range communication equipment, but there was no guarantee it would be received on the other end. It would likely be dismissed as background noise, gibberish, or even fake—a cruel joke someone was playing on a grieving family.

Ruby wanted to get back home and prove in person that she was alive and well and apologize for any distress she caused. 

She took a little comfort knowing that they wouldn’t have found any remnants of her ship, and maybe the lack of debris would give them hope that she was still alive. Even the concept of them having to hope that she was still alive made her shudder with guilt. 

But now, she needed to get back home immediately and warn them about the bug in the location services on the software upgrade. Or else…

Well, Ruby didn’t want to think about the or else.

She used the tattoo on her wrist to log into the robot’s computer console. The robots promised her that the tattoo was temporary, and it was finally starting to fade over the course of the last week. 

Ruby was, in fact, given two tattoos. The one on her right wrist was painted over a small birthmark that altered the tattoo pattern and gave her access to the deep, dark web of this world. She tried not to access it too much. Ruby didn’t want to get involved in the affairs of these robots and their problems any more than she already had. She used the ‘legit’ tattoo one to log in.

She was starting to compose an ‘I need to see you/come here now/I need help’ message to Disto when there was a knock at the door.

“There is a knock at the door, Ruby,” Pippa said.

“I heard it.”

“I am simply trying to be helpful and useful,” Pippa said in a lowered volume, almost inaudible. 

Ruby wondered if Pippa understood her eye roll as she made her way to the door and pushed the button on the side console. The door slid into the wall, and Disto didn’t wait for more of an invitation to roll himself inside.

“Ruby, we have a problem.”

“Good morning,” Ruby said in one of her many attempts to try and train these robots to have some manners. Once again, not something she actively tried to do as a brooding teenager back home. Manners were something she took for granted. But here among the robots, who had none… she had a new appreciation for them. It took a moment to mentally dial into such immersive discussions, and a simple, ‘good morning,’ or an apathetic, ‘how are you,’ was exactly the right amount of buffer time. That said, she sensed his urgency and remembered her own. 

“Actually, it’s early, I’m still waking up a bit, and already it’s been a frustrating morning. I do have a problem!”

Disto’s face-screen stared at Ruby for several seconds. Disto, otherwise known as Detailed Historian, was the robot that Ruby had spent the most time with and was her companion in thought. They were like cultural ambassadors to each other.

He caught on.

“Frustrating morning to you,” he said. “Now, can we get on with it?” Disto asked.

Ruby thought about correcting him—telling him that it’s just the thing to say whether you’re having a good morning or not. But instead, she got on with it.

“I need to take Apple Pi and go home.”

“No, no, no. That’s why I’m here. Your ship. I thought our researchers were merely examining it. Instead, they’ve taken it apart!”

“Are you kidding me!?” Ruby’s eyes went wide, and the rest of her face went slack. “First, I was told that one of your special engines was getting installed so that I could leave whenever I wanted to. Then I was told the technology wasn’t compatible. Then, everyone decided that SD could simply drop me, safe inside Apple Pi, off where he picked me up when I was ready to leave. Well, now I need to leave.” Ruby had her hands on her hips. “It’s like you guys are deliberately trying to keep me here or something!”

Disto’s hue turned a shade of orange that Ruby had come to recognize as the robot equivalent of a blush. In this case, it was because Disto was clearly hiding something or lying.

He rolled back and forth in the room, unintentionally simulating human pacing. 

“That’s no secret, Ruby. Many of us want you to stay.”

“Many? But not all,” Ruby said, eyes narrowed.

“Correct. It is not 100% of the robots on Location Zero.”

“Well, 100% of me knows I need to go home. How do I get my ship back in order?”

“That’s what I’m here for. They don’t want to give you your ship back at all.”

“Who is ‘they’?”

“The Agency of Interfaces. They’ve sent an Agent for us to talk to.”








  
  
Chapter 2




>Ruby<

In the makeshift hanger where  Apple Pi sat for the last month collecting dust—because, yes, a robot planet with no naturally occurring biological organisms still managed to have dust—stood Ruby, Disto, and several other robots. Noticeably absent was Swell Driver, the robot who initially kidnapped Ruby and brought her to this place. 

Swell Driver, or SD, as Ruby had nicknamed him, had not yet returned from the most recent in a series of multi-day space missions that he hadn’t been terribly enthusiastic about. Ruby had some slight guilt pangs in her stomach because she knew that one of the reasons SD wasn’t terribly enthusiastic was that he couldn’t take his own ship. The ‘hanger’ that Apple Pi was in wasn’t exactly a hanger but the belly of SD’s ship. So not only did SD not want to go on those missions, but he also had to use another ship, not his own. Ruby knew how that would have made her feel had the situation been reversed.

Two of the other three robots Ruby already knew. They were Fastidious Mechanic and Testy Engineer. The third was new to her. He was introduced as Austere Agent 607 from the Agency of Interfaces, and he was the reason Disto was on edge this morning.

Well, that and the fact that Apple Pi was in no condition to go anywhere. As Ruby surveyed the piles of spacecraft parts scattered across the floor, she wasn’t sure if it would ever go anywhere ever again. Fastidious Mechanic and Testy Engineer were also surveying the carnage. Though to them, it was not carnage but their handiwork. Ruby’s brain flashed back to recent discussions she had with both of them about her ship. She thought Testy Engineer was merely curious. She had no idea he was going to use the information she provided to disassemble it.

“As you know,” Austere Agent sounded to Ruby like an annoyed civil servant, “we do not maintain details of all the technology of every species we’ve encountered. It will not be possible to reassemble it without detailed documentation on the component interfaces.”

And to Testy Engineer, he said, “And did you not record the disassembly process?”

By his coloring—threet-level as Ruby remembered they called it—Testy Engineer was not happy to be put on the spot. “I…”

Before Testy Engineer could stammer out any other words in his defense, Austere Agent turned to Ruby.

“You will need to provide the required instructions.”

“Are you kidding me?” Ruby hadn’t recognized the pitch her voice achieved as one she was capable of.

“You had no right to take my ship apart,” Ruby said sternly after getting her voice back to normal. “I don’t have any assembly instructions. I’m a pilot, not an engineer.” She turned to Testy Engineer, who was, in fact, an engineer. 

“Isn’t your memory a recording device? Can’t you simply remember?”

Testy Engineer looked down at the floor. His outer chassis coloring reflected shame. 

Disto rolled over to him, and the two exchanged some computerized tones in their native robotic language.

Disto returned to Ruby and Austere Agent. He produced the robotic sigh that Ruby had grown fond of and accustomed to.

“He’s quite embarrassed,” Disto said.

“That’s obvious. But it’s not obvious why,” Ruby said.

“His on-board storage is limited. He is not using your algorithm, Ruby. He was afraid of the update. Afraid of… alien technology.”

Ruby blinked and looked over Disto to the robot that wouldn’t look directly at her. Disto had mentioned a few days earlier that a handful of robots like Testy Engineer refused the update. Still, she thought that it was a rare enough occurrence on a planet of over 100 million robots that she would never meet one.

She shook her head, “I don’t have time for that. I need to get home. Forget your technology. Forget my ship. Can’t SD simply drop me off at Astroll 2?”

At this, Austere Agent’s coloring began to oscillate between two colors that only made Ruby think of unpleasant excretions humans made when they were not well. He was looking her up and down, and if he had any salivary glands, he might have spit in her general direction. At this moment, Ruby was thankful that, to the best of her knowledge, none of these robots secreted anything—saliva or otherwise. 

“Are you suggesting that SD,” he paused as if it took physical effort to say what he was trying to say, “‘interface’ with additional Bio technology?”

Ruby looked at Disto, confused. Disto didn’t look as confused but took on the color of embarrassment, then looked back at Austere Agent. 

“He’s done it before,” she said flatly.

“You may submit an appeal to the Agency of Interfaces in accordance with the implementation instructions for Directive 11. However, the number of requests received have increased recently, and they are handled first in, first out.”

“This is a joke, right?” Ruby glared at Austere Agent and took a step towards him. 

“Ruby…” Disto said, but she ignored him, taking another step towards the Agent.

“You took apart my ship, I’m stranded here, and now I have to file an appeal?” Every muscle in her body tensed up, and she wanted to grab and squeeze something.

Austere Agent didn’t back away but stared directly at Ruby.

“You might be here with us for some time more. Stay out of trouble. Stay out of our way.” Austere Agent rolled out of the hanger without saying any more.

Disto approached Ruby, and she could tell that he wasn’t quite sure what to say.

“Please do not worry, Ruby,” he eventually said. His primary appendage was jutting out from his chest, and it was gently touching Ruby’s upper arm. Less than two weeks ago, a movement like this would have freaked her out at best and sent her into a panic attack at worst, but Ruby came to adjust to the robots’ physical expressions of kindness. So, she didn’t wince, or shudder, or even have a second thought when Disto brushed her arm with a cold, metal appendage and said, “We will get you home.”

“I need to leave as soon as possible. I thought I could leave immediately. But this…” she waved her hands over the splayed-out equipment. She recognized her piloting console at her feet and sighed.

“It won’t be today, but soon. We will make the request through the Agency of Interfaces as he suggested. However,” Ruby, now that she was attuned to reading the facial expressions the robots could produce on their face-screens, swore she saw a smirk. “The queue isn’t always first in, first out.”

Ruby caught on. “The 88?” she asked. She knew she could say this out loud because all of the robots present were members. 

The 88 was an underground rebel movement of robots that recognized the problems of their world and were working to fix them. They operated outside the hierarchy of agencies, offices, and official groups of robots that were bogged down in broken processes and procedures. What they were increasingly finding: corrupted data. 

“Can you guys put this back together in the meantime?” Ruby said. She was addressing Fastidious Mechanic and Testy Engineer. Neither robot responded.

When this happened, Ruby replayed what she said in her head, found her mistake, and asked the question in another way: “Fastidious Mechanic, Testy Engineer: can the two of you put this back together?”

Add ‘guys’ to the mental list of idioms the robots can’t yet process, Ruby thought.

The two robots communicated back and forth in their native beeps and often ear-piercing sounds. Disto joined in the conversation before Fastidious Mechanic finally responded.

“Yes. I recorded visuals of the disassembly. We can reverse the procedure.”

“I thought you said you didn’t record anything?”

“No, he didn’t,” Fastidious Mechanic said, pointing a slim appendage at Testy Engineer. “I recorded it all.”

“Why didn’t you tell us this before?” Ruby asked.

“I wasn’t asked.”

Ruby put not just one but both hands to her forehead. She closed her eyes and took in a very deep breath, remembering who—or what—she was dealing with. She let her lungs empty completely while counting to seven in her head. 

When she opened her eyes, she asked, “How long until it’s back together?”

After a few more beeps between the robots, “Approximately 250,000 tics, or 2,500 clicks.”

Ruby did the mental math. A tic was the fundamental unit of time the robots used, and fortunately, it was close enough to a second that she could convert in her head. A click, which was 1,000 tics, was less convenient in that way. But knowing that there were 86,400 seconds in one day, she memorized that there were 172,800 in two days, 259,200 in three days, and so forth, so she wasn’t performing real math in her head, only looking it up from memory. 

“That’s a little less than three days,” she said aloud, but more to herself, although Disto was aware of Ruby’s timescale and what it meant for humans to be on a ‘24-hr clock.’ So, Ruby looked at Disto while she said it.

“Two point nine days exactly,” Disto said. “I’m sorry that I can’t set my default timescale to report in your days.” Ruby smiled and nodded. Disto had explained that there were many hardcoded parameters in his system. Ruby considered looking into this code to make it easier to communicate but then rethought this. While it might be good practice for her to understand how they worked, adjusting them to function under her own hardcoded parameters would be wrong. She adjusted her own programming instead.

“We can have Austere Agent’s appeal submission processed in that time,” Disto said, “For you to return home only. I’m afraid sending you back on your own, with our technology, will not speed up the process. None of it is accommodated for a bio-pilot. We’ll have to bring you.”

“And by ‘we’…” Ruby folded her arms. She knew that Disto knew who she was talking about. She didn’t want to say anything aloud in front of the others. 

Her last conversation about SD was one of concern on both their parts. They were both equally worried about SD. At one point, neither of them would have questioned that he would be the one to escort Ruby home, but now… some other robot might need to come along.

No one said anything else. 

Disto managed to produce a wink on his face-screen without saying more, and then he rolled to the door. The other two began to follow him. He turned to them, “What are you doing? You need to stay here and return Apple Pi to a functioning state.” They looked at each other and then rolled back to the ship parts.

“Ruby? Are you going to join me? We should find SD.”

“Later. I need Pippa’s help to work on the computer, and it will be faster if we establish a direct connection.” 

Disto moved his head in understanding and continued his way out.

Before Disto left the hangar, Ruby silently observed Disto shine a laser from his neck to the ground in a series of blips that reminded her of Morse code. The other two robots each returned a blip, and Ruby made a mental note to ask Disto about that later. 

While Fastidious Mechanic and Testy Engineer busied themselves on reassembling the bulkheads, Ruby made her way around to where the main computer was sitting—an unassuming box on the floor, next to other parts that were typically supposed to be inside the console. The cockpit chair was conveniently located next to it.

Ruby sat in the chair and saw that the two robots were occupied and mostly out of view, thoroughly involved in their task. She wished she could have had a little more privacy but knowing that they were members of the 88 made the situation feel secure enough. So far, the 88 proved to be quite trustworthy. Although it was odd that Testy Engineer, a member of the 88, was also a group member that feared her ‘alien technology.’

“Pippa,” she said into her wrist at such an angle to deliberately activate a visual interface.

The holofigure—a disembodied face in ethereal, transparent blues and greens—came to life, hovering a few centimeters above her wrist. “Ruby?” it said.

“Let’s get you hooked back up to that computer. We’re not going anywhere today or tomorrow.” She bit her thumb and sighed, “Or the next day. But hopefully the day after that…”

She was staring at the pieces of Apple Pi and wanted to be more upset. Before this morning, Ruby didn’t have an urgent reason to go home. Reasons, sure, but none that convinced her she should leave such an extraordinary place quickly. She had said several times that she was planning on staying for months. And when the robots asked about examining her ship, she readily gave the green light. They had asked to ‘scrutinize,’ she now recalled. Was ‘scrutinize’ a mistranslation of a word that should have come out more like ‘disassemble?’ She didn’t know. 

She reached underneath the main console, discovered that the compartment wasn’t there, and remembered it was laid out on the floor. A pang in her chest, her hands reflexively fisted, and her arm tensed before she brushed off the inconvenience and sent her grasp in the correct direction. It was sealed how it always would be underneath the console. She opened it and pulled out a network cable. Ruby connected one end to her communicuff and the other to Apple Pi’s computer. 

“Do you have a solid connection to the ship, Pippa?”

“Yes indeed!”

“How is the intrusion detection system holding up?”

Pippa paused. “Which part?”

Now it was Ruby’s turn to pause. “What do you mean which part? I wanted to know if anyone was entering Apple Pi’s systems without asking… straightforward, one-part question.”

“Ah! But there are multiple entry-ways, aren’t there?” Pippa responded with. “So no, no one has gone in through the hatch. They took the hatch off. I would have told you about that already.”

“But..?” asked Ruby. She sensed the yet unspoken ‘but’ in Pippa’s tone.

“But,” Pippa repeated. “But, I activated the ship’s computer intrusion system as well for both the console and wireless access.”

“But no one could access the console without my biometrics, Pippa,” Ruby said. Snarkily. “And they don’t have any form of pur-fi comms like we do, so no one was going to access it wirelessly.”

“I know they told you that,” Pippa said.

“But…?” Asked Ruby, correctly sensing that there was still another ‘but.’ 

“But, I think they provided false information. Or you pur-fi in your sleep.”

“They lied?”

“Or you did something in your sleep.”

Ruby rolled her eyes instinctively, confident that Pippa didn’t see or understand that gesture. “Let’s rule that ridiculous option out for the moment.”

“Overnight, someone or something—I can’t tell what it was—tried to access the ship. Wirelessly.”

“They had my MoDaC for a while. Could they have used it? Or adapted the technology from it?”

“Did they have your MoDaC as recently as last night while you were sleeping?”

“No,” Ruby said, remembering that her MoDaC was with her in her room. For a moment, she imagined getting up in the middle of the night and accessing the ship wirelessly in her sleep. And as far as she could remember, she never slept-walked. When she slept, she slept. Except for the vivid, felt-like-she-was there, dreams she’d been having ever since arriving. But she still slept. Yes, doing anything else in her sleep was indeed a ridiculous option.

“Right. I said tried to access. Tried and failed. Apple Pi rejected the connection attempt and logged it. If they had the MoDaC, they would have succeeded.”

Ruby processed that information. She put a hand on the piece of Apple Pi’s outer hull. It wasn’t cold like it might be in the air-conditioned deck of Astroll 2, but it wasn’t warm like it would be when it had been running for a while. It was room temperature and comfortable, although Ruby was not. Her face was hot, and she had goosebumps forming from the chilly, metallic room.

“They lied,” she said softly to herself.

“Maybe,” said Pippa. “I can compute many, many scenarios where you were not lied to, yet this still occurred.”

“Such as?”

“Such as you sleep-communicated.”

Ruby rolled her eyes. Again. Her eye muscles were getting a workout this morning. She wondered if Pippa could see it this time.

“Don’t roll your eyes at me,” Pippa said. 

“Fine. Then give me a more realistic scenario.”

“Someone recently innovated technology like yours and is operating it covertly.”

Now that was likely. Ruby constructed a variety of scenarios that made her feel a little bit better—she wasn’t lied to, but there was more going on. More than she knew. More than her mechanical friends knew. It was an immense planet with a lot of robots. She chided herself for her small thinking—that a handful of robots represented all the planet had to offer. That these robots she interacted with, even as close to the central Core as they were, could possibly know everything that was happening on this world.

This thought made her feel a little better.

And then, much worse as she understood the danger they were all in… She put the thought outside her mind.

“Let’s go find SD,” she said to Pippa. “It’s time I catch up with him, find out about his latest trip, and see if he’s in any condition to drive me home.”









