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Siphany and the Whale

Siphany and Lurbira, Book One

Susan Jane Bigelow


Chapter One

LURBIRA COULD HEAR the past calling her.

She extended her sensor range, then quickly drew it back in again. She could barely tell the direction.

“Shut up, shut up, shut up!” she seethed, and she punched the hull of the Junk so hard that it actually made a dent. Fine! Open the damn tin can to space; let it be nothing but vacuum inside. It wouldn’t bother Lurbira; the replica lungs she had didn’t work anyway.

She rapidly flicked her gunports open and closed, over and over.

“Lurbira?”

She spun around and put on her most innocent face. “Yes, Mother Junk?”

Mother Junk was tall and wiry, her white hair pulled back in a bun and her mouth set in a permanent frown. “Don’t you have work to do?”

“I’m sure I do,” said Lurbira brightly.

Mother Junk let her gaze drift down to the dent in the hull the size and shape of Lurbira’s child-sized fist. “Be careful I don’t send you off with the Loyans, Artificial,” she said icily and brushed past.

Lurbira watched her leave, fuming.

“She would,” said a faintly static-laced voice from nearby. Lurbira turned to focus on Isan, who stood awkwardly in the corridor, watching Mother Junk go. The girl still looked remarkably like who she’d been, just with more ashen skin, less hair on her scalp, deep bruises, and silvery implants on her face and arms.

“What do you want, corpse?” Lurbira snapped.

“Mother Junk never lies. She won’t hesitate if she thinks you’ve become a burden.”

“Great.” Lurbira turned her back. “I’ll keep that shit in mind.”

“Be careful, Artificial.” Isan’s voice hardened. “And be careful of me too.”

“Pff,” said Lurbira as haughtily as she could manage. “Don’t make me laugh.”

She stood there, back turned, until Isan finally gave up and left.

This had become completely intolerable. It was time to get off this miserable station in the middle of nowhere. And Lurbira knew just how to do it.

*

LESHANDRE SIPHANY WOKE to the howling of proximity alarms and screamed in panic.

She fought for control of herself. Siphany had dreamed she was back in the institution on Sovena, confined in that awful too-large, too-bright room. Control, the nurses and wardens had shouted at her. Control!

You must learn to show us your outward, smiling self.

You must control yourself, Siphany.

These outbursts and tantrums are un-Sovene!

And then she had seen the unmistakable shimmer of bluenet surround her. She screamed as it molded and shaped her body back into what it had been before she’d set foot on Derstan Station a decade ago.

The present pierced the nightmare fog, and she steadied herself.

She was on her ship, she was alone with her cat in the middle of deep interstellar space far from Sovena, and the nurses and the institution were a hundred light years away and thirteen years in the past. I’m okay. I’m safe. Safe.

But the proximity alarms were still blaring. Siphany tumbled out of bed, cursing, sending poor Kit flying off the sheets in a furry panic.

She sprinted into the cockpit, dove into her chair, and ordered the computer to feed her as much information as possible. A ship was near. Where was it? What was it? How close? Heat signature? Movement? Threat potential?

Information came at her in a steady stream; Siphany let it wash over her as she awakened to the universe around her.

The proximity alert had automatically switched on her bright and shiny high-end defense systems. Her scans swept the sector and quickly fixed the offending object in her target sights.

The sensors weren’t giving her anything conclusive, and the old familiar panic rose. What was it? Pirates? Not out of the realm of possibility, but pirates were rare. Piracy wasn’t profitable enough for many people to risk it. Loyans, maybe? She was close to the border with Haeld space. The Loyan military had their fingers all over Haeld’s long-running civil war, so it was possible. Might be Sovene, too—the Sovenes were in just as deep.

“No,” she muttered to herself as the scans resolved. “Not a ship. Way too small.”

Debris? A random unmapped rock? She trained active scanners on it, trying to gather more data. Frustratingly, she wasn’t getting a lot of readings from it at all, almost as if it were only half there.

Then, as she settled on the idea of an inert piece of debris or rock, it changed course.

“Ah!” Siphany said, surprised. A drone, then. That’s what it had to be, though she’d never seen one quite like this before.

Drones could be bad for business. Mappers like Siphany made money because it was cheaper to pay people who already owned their own ships to head out into space and run the sensor turret rather than send unreliable, expensive drones.

But if someone had figured out how to make a better, cheaper drone…

She ought to just vaporize the damn thing.

Kit jumped onto the console top next to her and peered intently out at the void. His whiskers curved forward, and his eyes darted around. Kit thought space was fascinating.

He’d love this, then.

“Watch this,” she told her cat and stabbed the fire button. A white-hot beam lanced out from her starboard cannon, puncturing the hull of the drone where Siphany suspected its drive section must be.

She lazily targeted a forward section as the drone tumbled out of control, when, to her shock, the speakers crackled to life.

“Unknown ship!” a frantic female voice said. “Stop firing! I surrender! I mean no harm! I’ll give you whatever you want! Please don’t kill me!”

“Oh, no,” Siphany cried, leaping to her feet. What did I just do?

*

SIPHANY FOUGHT PANIC as she pulled the tiny ship into the cavernous cargo bay with her grappling hook, and then she scrambled ran to meet it, clutching as many medical supplies as she could. Her heart raced as her bare feet pounded the carpet. Please don’t let whoever’s in there be dead. Please don’t let her be dead!

Her weapons had blasted a single neat hole in the aft drive section. The drive hadn’t exploded, thanks be to whatever scraps of luck Siphany possessed.

She reached the hatch and yanked it open.

“Hello! I’m here! I have bandages and—and…Hello?”

Her voice reverberated inside an empty hull. She gingerly eased her way into the ship, keeping a hand on the outside of the hatch.

“Hello? Is…anyone in here? I talked to someone…? Are you hurt?”

Nothing.

Siphany took a deep breath and let go of the hatch. She had to stoop to walk in the tiny ship, and it was only a few steps from the hatch to the single-seat cockpit. There was no one in the chair.

A light blinked on, and Siphany stifled a scream.

“Hello! I am an experimental prototype ship. I have become lost on my way to insert the-name-of-the-place-here. Thank you for not blowing me up.”

“You’re…welcome?” Siphany said. “Is there anyone on board? Hello?”

It was empty. She’d been had.

“Please return me to my station. We are a small Junk and need all the supplies we can get.”

“A Junk?” Junks were illegal space stations crewed by weird hermits. Siphany had thought they were all gone.

“Please do not alert the authorities. You will be rewarded.”

“Right. You’ve got to be kidding. How gullible do you think I am?” she asked it, feeling both humiliated and angry. “Why did you do this? What are you doing out here?”

“Hello! I am an experimental prototype ship. I have become lost on my way to—”

“Fine, right, got it. Voice off.” That seemed to be its entire message. So it wasn’t sei, meaning it wasn’t sentient in either a digital or organic kind of way. No self-awareness, just a program running on a loop.

What was she supposed to do now?

Part of Siphany wanted to shove the thing back out the cargo bay door and finish it off. No one would miss it.

Besides, the whole thing smelled fishy. What would a Junker ship be doing out here? Why would people living on a Junk have a ship with stealth technology?

And yet, it had asked her to return it. Nicely.

The overwhelming sense that she was being conned warred with Siphany’s need to return what wasn’t hers. What right did she have to keep it? She should take it back. It was the correct thing to do, and the Form would insist on it. Plus, she’d shot the damn thing.

It was her responsibility now. Siphany heaved a massive sigh. “This is a bad idea, and I don’t like you,” she informed the ship. “Show me the coordinates.”

The ship beeped, and a map appeared over its single computer console. A red light blinked. Siphany studied it for a moment, nodded, and transferred the point to her navigational computers. Only eleven light years. She could make it in four jumps.

Then she’d be back at work before anyone noticed she was gone. It was settled—Siphany would return the ship to its owner.

And then she’d try to forget any of this had ever happened.

*

SLEEP ELUDED SIPHANY, even though it was quite conclusively time for it. Kit was a little ball of cement at the end of her narrow bed; she wiggled her toes, and the cat grumpily shifted so she could get out.

Siphany had nothing to do. That was usually fine; she liked nothing. It suited her, and she could fill up the nothing with the quietness of her routine, her cat, and herself. But this kind of nothing to do was different. She was on edge; she couldn’t turn her brain off. Everything was too loud, just like it had been back when…

Her gaze drifted to the wall between her cabin and the next one over. No. She didn’t want to think about them, or she’d just go round and round until she forgot to eat.

To distract herself, she got up and logged into the massive virtual city of Hydras. The city was partly immersive, partly interface; she could go there without completely abandoning her sense of the ship around her. In Hydras, Siphany could interact in real time with people from all over the Mid-Perseus Arm of the galaxy.

Hydras’s virtual cityscape was an essential component of her sanity—social contact without the messiness of people in her space. Accessing the subspace net that allowed instantaneous contact across hundreds of light-years wasn’t cheap, but it was worth it. Siphany wandered the streets near her home base in the Yonaka neighborhood, then checked into the pilots’ lounge she liked.

Pati, one of the lounge’s regulars and a fellow citizen of Derstan Station, walked over. She was a freighter pilot with a wicked sense of humor and a sympathetic ear. “How’s things, Sif?”

Siphany blushed. She liked it when Pati called her Sif. “Hi, Pati. And not great.”

“Aw. Sorry to hear it. You okay?”

“Yeah,” sighed Siphany. “Just a little shaken.”

“Want to talk about it?”

Siphany considered it but backed off. What would she say? How could she explain this sort of weirdness? “No, it’s okay. I don’t know how to even talk about it. Sorry.”

“No problem,” drawled Pati. “If you change your mind, though, that’s what I’m here for. How’s your ship holding up?”

“Running smooth,” said Siphany, brightening. “Those DH-58 stabilizers work better than I thought they would.”

“Told ya. You’ll be able to shoot the ticks off a dog’s ass from a parsec away.”

Siphany giggled and then launched into a description of the latest upgrades she’d made to her sensor net. Pati made all the appreciative noises, even though Siphany was certain she was burying the woman in information. Another reason to like Pati; she always made Siphany feel calmer.

When Pati finally excused herself to get some work done, Siphany decided to explore some of the new countryside they’d installed nearby.

The virtual world was more crowded than usual, to her dismay. Unrest in the real world seemed to draw people in.

When she’d had enough, Siphany logged back out and listened for a long moment. Silence. She exhaled, then noted the time. It was the interval for rounds, so she stood and began pacing deliberately over the ship from end to end, making sure it was all still there.

She padded barefoot through the carpeted corridors, brushing her fingers along the metal and plastic walls. Computer terminals lit her way here and there, as did the dim, recessed lights at floor level. The air was warm but dry, just how she liked it. She kept the hours of her watch, all synced to the rhythms of the Form.

Siphany’s job was making charts and maps, more detailed than anything that currently existed for these largely empty sectors. She mapped out all the hazards, radiation levels, unexpected gravity shifts, and tiny little rocks packed with valuable minerals, which gave the Derstan Station Mining and Mapping Company something to sell.

Other freelance mappers, cargo haulers, and traders had ships full of light and people. Some took crews of twenty aboard their cramped ships and strung up sun lamps everywhere. They fought the darkness and boredom together and then split the proceeds between them.

Not Siphany. She kept her lights low, only high enough to see by. She alone carried no crew besides her cat. And, of all the mappers, only she didn’t have to share her salary with anyone.

Space makes me bats, other mappers often said when they learned that she went out alone and for longer than anyone else. How do you stand it?

Siphany always smiled and murmured something half true, all the while wanting to say: Don’t you understand? Space keeps me sane.

She’d paid plenty to have plush, comfy carpets and chairs put in to replace the hard industrial defaults and to keep the heat nice and high. She also had top-of-the-line weapons, shift engines that could hit a pebble in the middle of a cubic light year of nothing, and advanced computers to help her plot the best course. She had a strong real-time connection to Hydras and other social sites where she could indulge whatever companionship she might need, then log off and be herself in the warm, quiet darkness of her home.

And thus, she kept herself stable and intact.

Siphany glanced at the clocks she’d placed all over the ship. The time for doing the rounds had passed; now it was time for an interval of creative work. Keeping time, planning her day around the hours on the wall, was deeply satisfying. Humming, she picked up her graceful, wooden Sovene flute and headed for the perfect acoustics of the cargo bay.

But she found she couldn’t concentrate—the songs wouldn’t come, not with the intruder ship crouching so ominously there on the soft carpet of the bay. She sighed, deciding to play in her cabin instead.

Just then, a soft signal chimed from the intercom; they were at the shift point. Saved. Siphany put her flute back in its velvet sleeve and headed for the cockpit.

She brought the ship to a standstill and powered up the shift generators.

There, surrounded by stars and perfect silence, Siphany calculated the tricky way through hyperspace from the shift point. Then, with a nod, she fired the shift engines. The world around her seemed to shimmer, her stomach flopped up and down, and then she was out. The ship wrinkled out of space, reappearing a few moments later a third of a light year away.

Right on target. Three more jumps to go. She punched in the coordinates of the next shift point, six hours of mundane travel away, and let the ship take over from there.

“Good, good, that went well,” she murmured. Kit padded in and sat in the copilot’s chair, giving it a disdainful sniff before settling down. “Let’s see how fast we can get there, right?”

In response, he began to purr quietly to himself.

The stars slowly slid by outside.

Everything was so perfectly quiet, so perfectly orderly, from Kit’s purr to the warming heat to the distant thrumming of the engines.

The intruder ship still sat in the cargo bay below, but at least it, too, was quiet.

Siphany felt herself begin to unwind, a little bit at a time. Her world was still intact, for now.


Chapter Two

AFTER THREE DAYS of worry, nervous pacing, and spending way too much time talking with friends in Hydras, Siphany completed the last shift. To her immense satisfaction, she had made it to the coordinates well ahead of the schedule she’d drawn up in her mind. She’d be able to drop off this little nuisance, apologize and leave a few credits, and then get back to her life.

Whatever this station was, though, it wasn’t showing up on the initial scans.

Siphany almost turned her ship around to shift out of this empty sector right then and there. She almost let herself believe there was nothing here. But…no. This was her responsibility, and she’d see it through.

She ran several more detailed sweeps in the vicinity of the coordinates.

And then she saw it. There. It was subtle, like a ripple in the deep pond of space, but it was there.

Siphany’s eyes widened slightly. They were putting out next to no emissions. They were on no star chart. They were perfectly hidden; she’d only found them because she had the exact coordinates.

The station itself looked like dozens of sections of different stations awkwardly joined together, and a deeper scan showed hundreds of life signs aboard. It couldn’t be military. So this really was an unauthorized, unlicensed station—a Junk.

Junkers were basically interstellar squatters. About fifty years ago, after the trauma of the Pelagarine War, someone on Yudeh Station decided the best way to live was in a self-sufficient community completely isolated from the rest of Mid-Perseus Arm society. The adherents of the Junker Movement set out with a myriad of ramshackle spaceship and station parts and stuck them together deep in interstellar space.

Most of the small Junker colonies lasted only a few years before either disappearing or returning to civilization. Resources were just too hard to come by, and isolation agreed with most humans a lot less than they’d hoped. It wasn’t a happy end to an idealistic movement. But a few had held on, running illegal mining or salvage operations on territory belonging to some other sovereign entity until eventually being shut down or destroyed.

There were rumors of Junks still out there, but Siphany had never heard of any proof. Yet here it was, in front of her. What else could it be?

Siphany hesitated. Junkers who survived out here long-term were supposed to be paranoid to the point of violence. Was this something she really wanted to get involved in?

But…here she was. And she had something that didn’t belong to her. She needed to give it back, to make it right again. She wouldn’t be able to live with herself otherwise.

Siphany opened a channel. “H-hello, uh, station. Hi. My name is Leshandre Siphany, and I found…what looks like a little drone ship in Sector 3983-X2V-H6G7. I thought it was…something else, and I shot it. When I brought it aboard, it gave me these coordinates. I’m sending you my scans of the ship. Is it yours?”

Siphany sent the scans and waited.

An eternity passed. Then, a stern voice crackled through the radio.

“Dock. We’ll discuss it.”

Siphany hesitated for a long moment. This was sounding worse and worse. But she gritted her teeth as all of her Sovene politeness training forced her to say, “I’ll be there shortly.”

*

THE STENCH WAS the first thing that hit Siphany when she emerged from her perfectly dim connecting tube into the harsh brightness of the Junk. The station smelled like moldy cheese and dirt.

The second was that there were people everywhere. It was worse than she’d imagined. They packed the corridor, crowding in, stepping on one another’s toes. Siphany had been unhappy about having to wear shoes over here, but now she was kind of grateful.

A tall, wiry older woman with loose gray hair that fell to her shoulders marched through to the front of the crowd. She towered over Siphany. “You must be the ship pilot. Welcome to Peace Station.”

Peace Station? Siphany thought incredulously. Barf.

“Uh, thank you,” she said aloud.

The woman smiled a gap-toothed smile at her that somehow didn’t reach her eyes. “I’m Mother Junk. I’m in charge of this station. And you are?”

“Leshandre Siphany.”

“Well, Leshandre, welcome,” said Mother Junk.

Siphany kicked herself for spitting out her name in the order they did back home. “You can call me Siphany. Sorry. Leshandre is my family name.”

“Ah,” said the woman, giving her a shrewd look. “Sovene?”

“Er, yes. Originally. I’m a citizen of Derstan Station now.” Siphany had brought her citizenship ID card with her, though it was surprisingly cold comfort now. Derstan Station was a long way away.

“I see.” Mother Junk looked around, caught the eye of someone, and motioned. Siphany had the sudden sense that something had changed. “Well, I look forward to hearing what happened out there. We were all…surprised…to see you come in with our ship.” She made a little hand motion at another Junker, too quickly for Siphany to puzzle it out. “Care to join us for dinner?”

“Oh, um,” Siphany temporized. “I should be going. There’s lots of mapping to do, and I really don’t want to delay you. I can pay— I have some money I can give you for the repair of the ship…?”

“We’ll discuss it,” Mother Junk said, command in her voice. “Come.”

*

DINNER WAS HELD in a huge common area filled with people, conversation, laughter, and love. For Siphany, it was hell.

She was seated next to people she didn’t know while Mother Junk held court. The older woman regaled everyone with her retelling of Siphany’s travails, embellishing some of the worst parts while leaving out others, to the delighted howls of everyone in attendance.

The food, though, was something else—a whole plate of beige-green spheres with a very mild give to them, firm but soft enough to slice easily. And, best of all, they tasted like absolutely nothing.

“What are these?” Siphany asked Mother Junk when she’d finished telling her tale.

Mother Junk gave her an odd look. “Croppygreens. They are a food we grow here on the station. You’re likely accustomed to something a little richer, but—”

“They’re delicious! Can I buy some? How do you grow them? Could I grow them on my ship?”

Mother Junk raised an eyebrow at her, amused. “We’ll see.”

“Can we talk about what I owe you for the ship? I’m really happy to pay. I just want to settle things so I can be on my way,” Siphany said between bites. “I have a lot to do. I’m behind schedule. I’m supposed to have the quad I was in done by tomorrow, and I need to let Derstan M&M know I’m going to be late.”

No one said anything.

A gawky teenage girl at the end of the table raised a hand and looked as if she were about to say something. Siphany blinked; the girl’s skin was ashen, and she had what seemed to be silvery implants on her face, arms, and throat, as well as what looked like bruises everywhere.

“Isan,” snapped Mother Junk warningly.

“I—I was just going to say that the croppygreens are easy to grow in small spaces. Um, they have special hydroponics bays.”

“Thank you, Isan,” said Mother Junk smoothly.

“You’re welcome, Mother Junk!” Isan said, sounding appallingly thrilled.

Mother Junk turned to Siphany, a smile fixed on her face. “Isan is my granddaughter.”

“Oh,” said Siphany. “Hi.”

The girl nodded warily. Siphany noticed she wasn’t eating. Too bad for her. Siphany popped another croppygreen in her mouth. They really were perfect. She barely noticed them at all.

Dinner seemed to be mercifully winding down. Mother Junk had excused herself and was speaking with two men by the door to the dining room. Siphany stood, intending to talk to her and settle things so she could get out of here. Hopefully, with some croppygreens.

Which is when she noticed the floor rumbling.

“Hey,” she said, surprised. “Hey! We’re moving. This thing can move? We’re moving!”

People’s heads swiveled toward her.

Mother Junk said a few words to the men, then quickly made her way over to Siphany.

“I need to go,” Siphany explained, panic rising again. “I have to get back to my ship now. Can someone show me back to the airlock?”

Mother Junk crossed her arms over her narrow chest. “We’re already underway. You sensed it. I wish you hadn’t.”

Siphany’s stomach flip-flopped as she sensed the sudden danger she was in. “I’m leaving,” she said flatly.

“No, girl, you aren’t. You’re Sovene.” Mother Junk held up a hand, cutting off Siphany’s protest. “But even if you weren’t, you’ve seen too much both here and when you encountered our ship. We must be careful. And besides, we could use your ship’s power. It’s already been locked to our systems.”

Siphany stared at her in shock. “What?” she croaked.

“I’m sorry, but it was necessary.” Mother Junk seemed impossibly tall all of a sudden. She reached out a hand. “Come with me.”

“Don’t touch—don’t—don’t like—”

People seemed to swarm around her. The smells, sights, and sounds went from overwhelming to all-out painful.

“N-no,” Siphany gasped.

Mother Junk touched her shoulder, perhaps in sympathy, perhaps not. Siphany passed out.


Chapter Three

SIPHANY AWOKE INTO pitch-blackness. Everything smelled sharp and chemical, like cleaning products. She lay on a cot. A sliver of light streamed from underneath the nearby door.

She raced to the door and banged and pulled on it. The door was locked fast. No one came. No one let her out. She sat heavily on the cot, heart racing.

Visions of the institution back on Sovena haunted her. They’d locked her in her room every night. Siphany hated being shut in with no way out.

The nurses, the doctors, the therapists all loomed out of the darkness at her.

She hunted through her pockets, trying to keep a hold on her sanity. They’d taken all of her communications equipment and remote controls for the ship, as well as the tiny dart gun she kept in her boot.

Siphany frantically felt around the rest of the room and found it bare, except for what might have been an acrid-smelling towel and a half-empty bottle of cleaning solution. They’d stuck her in a janitor’s closet, of course. She pounded on the door and shouted, but no one answered.

Eventually, she lay on the cot and shivered, fighting to stay in control.

The metal floor still vibrated; they were obviously well underway. Worries about her ship, her cat, and her job marched back and forth through her mind, trampling what was left of her rationality into an anxious paste.

At last, the door opened and then closed again.

“Left you in the dark, did they?” a tinny female voice said from nearer the floor than Siphany expected. “Just a second.”

The lights flickered on. Siphany blinked and squinted, her vision blurring in the harsh artificial brightness. She’d preferred the darkness.

“I’m here to give you food,” said the voice. “Aren’t you lucky?”

Siphany was at last able to focus on the newcomer. Short, with a child’s stature, she had the polished metallic sheen required of all Artificial humanoids. “You’re a Loyan robot,” Siphany said, trying hard to conceal her irritation.

“An Artificial, thanks, and yes. My name’s Lurbira Call.” Lurbira thrust the tray at her. “Have some croppygreens. They’re what’s on the menu, pretty much every day and night until the end of your life. They make me glad I don’t eat.”

Siphany hesitantly took the tray. The inoffensive little spheres were a bit cold and undercooked, but Siphany didn’t mind. “Thank you,” she said, chewing thoughtfully. She found she was starving, and she hungrily downed another.

Lurbira looked at her as if waiting for her to say something.

“What?” asked Siphany, mouth full.

“Aren’t you going to ask how someone who is clearly a Loyan-built little-girl simulacrum is living aboard a Junk in the middle of Haeld space?”

“Nope,” said Siphany, washing down a croppygreen and reaching for another.

Lurbira fixed her with an odd look. “Why?” she asked at last.

“Don’t care. I just want to get back on my ship and get out of here.”

Lurbira grinned, amused.

She was decently made, Siphany thought, if somewhat old and outdated. One of the more expensive ones, made to look essentially real with a few very deliberate tells. Different kinds of sei, from fully mechanical Artificials to partly biological androids, had been a major fad at times over the past millennium, though the use of Artificial troops in the Pelagarine War had soured a lot of people on them. They had mainly been built on Loyan and Pelagar.

“No one’s ever not asked,” Lurbira said. “Everyone wants to know about me. But you don’t? Really?”

“Really,” confirmed Siphany. “You can go away now.”

To Siphany’s surprise, Lurbira actually looked hurt. Her expressions were painfully clear and easy to read. “If that’s what you want.”

“Hey,” said Siphany hopefully. “Are you one of those non-sei robots who has to do everything I say?”

“Fuck no,” said Lurbira. “Not even close.”

“Oh. Damn. I was going to use you to escape from here.”

“Tough shit for you,” said Lurbira and let herself out of the room. The door clicked shut behind her and locked. A second later, the lights went out again.

Siphany breathed a sigh of relief. At least she didn’t have to deal with the light.

*

SIPHANY SAT IN silence, alternating between quiet meditation and panic-stricken worrying until someone else came to talk to her. To her surprise, it was tall, wiry Mother Junk who turned on the lights and stuck her long face inside the door.

“Siphany. Doing well?”

Siphany contemplated knocking her down and making a run for it but remembered in time that she could barely run and had no idea of where to go. Instead, she folded her arms and waited.

“Obviously not,” Mother Junk allowed. “Mind if I sit?” She indicated the cot. “I have a lot of questions.”

“I do too,” said Siphany, feeling more surly with every passing moment. But she pushed over, and Mother Junk sat with a sigh. She towered over Siphany even sitting down.

“Let’s begin, then, with your story,” said Mother Junk.

“No, hold on,” Siphany cut in. “You’re holding me prisoner, and I want to know why. I want to be back on my ship, I need to be gone from here so I can take care of my cat and not lose my job, and you’re holding me in what I have to assume is a cleaning supply closet while having some little weird Artificial girl come to bug me and no one has told me anything about why.”

“I think you’re protesting a little much, don’t you? You know perfectly well why you’re here.”

Siphany glowered at her. “I don’t, actually. So why don’t you tell me?”

Mother Junk said nothing for a very long time. Then, “Why do you think we’re holding you?”

Siphany sighed gustily. “I don’t know! You want my ship. That much seems pretty clear. You’re thieves.”

“And? Anything more?”

“Should there be? Is this revenge for shooting your ship? I already explained that.”

“Did you,” murmured Mother Junk. “Did you. What do you think of Peace Station, if I may ask?”

“The Junk? It’s…junk. What do you expect? You’re all crammed together, and it’s awful. So what?”

Mother Junk simply stared at her, waiting.

“Is my cat okay?” Siphany asked suddenly.

Mother Junk’s eyebrows lifted a tad. “Yes. We have many cats on the station. However…your cat didn’t get along with them, so for now, he’s living in the kennels.”

“He is? In a kennel? A little cage?” Siphany pictured Kit hunkered down behind bars in a smelly room full of other creatures. “He won’t like that. He likes being able to walk around. And he’s never been apart from me for so long, not since I got him. Can…maybe he can be brought here? His box and his food can come here too. I won’t mind.”

Mother Junk raised a hand to stop the flow of nervous words. “I’ll think about it. If you answer some questions for me. Deal?”

Siphany nodded mutely.

“Good. First, your ship is very heavily armed and outfitted with superior, aftermarket engines. The sensor array is mapping-company standard, but I can’t fathom the purpose of the others. Can you explain?”

“It helps me to have a fast ship. And I like being well-armed. I had the money, so I upgraded the ship. I also put in carpet.”

“We noticed. Second, I checked the logs; you got here much more quickly than even most military ships could have. Where were you trained?”

“I’m just really good at that kind of math,” mumbled Siphany.

“I see. And no crew?”

“I don’t like having a crew. I like being alone.”

“You shot down our ship.”

“I told you,” insisted Siphany, aware she was somehow losing ground here. “I didn’t mean to.”

“Lastly, you’re a Sovene.”

“I was a Sovene. I’m a citizen of Derstan Station now. So what?”

“I think you know perfectly well what I’m talking about. It won’t work, this playing dumb routine.”

“You have to let me have my ship back.” Siphany realized she was begging but didn’t care. “Please. I can pay you. I don’t want to lose my job.”

Mother Junk stood, looming over Siphany as she drew herself to her full height. “I see we’re getting nowhere. I’ll return in a little while.”

“I need a bathroom,” said Siphany.

“There’s a grate on the floor and a faucet,” said Mother Junk coldly. “Do clean up your own mess.”

And with that, she let herself out.

*

A LITTLE WHILE later, the Artificial girl returned.

“More croppygreens,” said Lurbira sullenly, unceremoniously dropping the tray on the cot. “I hope you choke on them.”

“Thanks,” said Siphany. “Hey. You wouldn’t happen to know why they’re keeping me here, would you?”

“I would. But why should I tell you?”

“Because…it would be funny?” Siphany hazarded. That seemed like the kind of thing Lurbira would like.

Lurbira considered for a moment. “That’s true, it would. All right. Shove over, I’m sitting down.” The cot groaned under Lurbira’s substantial weight. “So, what have they told you?”

“Not a lot. Mother Junk was here, and she seemed to think I knew more than I actually did.”

“Uh-huh. Like what?”

“Like…why it matters that I was born on Sovena.”

“You didn’t figure that out? Wow. Maybe they’ve got you completely wrong. Or you’re a professional faker. Hmm.” The child-shaped Artificial thought for a moment. The sheen of her metallic skin was dulled, and she had several large discolored patches on her neck and hands. Some sort of rust?

“Here’s what I can tell you,” Lurbira said at last. “They think you’re a spy.”

Siphany laughed once in surprise and disbelief, a sharp, barking sound. Everything clicked into place. “Ha! Is that what they think? No wonder Mother Junk was so interested in my weapons and engines.”

“You have to admit, it’s weird for a mapping ship to be equipped like that.”

“Yes, I’m weird, sure, but it doesn’t mean I’m a spy. And a spy for which side? Sovena?” She shook her head rapidly. “I’m a Derstan Stationer, and that’s what I prefer to remain. I’d never spy for Sovena. Never.”

“Hey, you don’t have to convince me.”

“Yeah? You don’t think I’m a spy?”

“No. You’re too clumsy and awkward. I thought it might be a cover at first, but you’re legitimately this bad with people, aren’t you?”

“Maybe,” Siphany said, steamed. “What’s that got to do with it?”

“More than you might think.”

“What does it matter if I’m a spy, anyway? Why would anyone want to spy on a Junk in the middle of nowhere?”

Lurbira actually rolled her eyes. Siphany wondered whether that was part of her original programming or if she’d learned it somewhere. “You’re definitely not a spy if you haven’t picked up on the strangeness of this place,” Lurbira said.

“I’ve been locked in a closet the whole time! I can’t do a lot of observation while I’m stuck here!”

“Yeah, but what do you know about the Junk so far? I bet it’s a lot.”

“Fine. Let’s see. It’s big—150 people or so. Mother Junk told me that, I think.”

“Uh-huh. Go on.”

“It’s moving. I don’t know where.”

“I do,” said Lurbira. “It’s funny. You’ll like it.”

“Where?”

“Not telling,” said Lurbira smugly. “Not yet. Go on.”

“You’re obnoxious,” snarled Siphany.

Lurbira grinned. “Right back atcha.”

“Whatever. So the Junkers have an Artificial on board, which is weird for back-to-the-roots kinds of people.”

“It’s weird, for sure. Anything else?”

“What about Mother Junk’s granddaughter? She seemed—”

“Let’s not talk about her,” Lurbira said quickly. “There’s more. Think. Use that sack of meat in your skull.”

Siphany thought. “Since when do people on a Junk called ‘Peace Station’ have serious stealth technology? My mapping sensors had a hard time picking it up. Where’d they get it?”

“Now that’s a good question. Finally. What do you think?”

Siphany fixed her with a look. “You could just tell me.”

“Nah,” said Lurbira, clearly amused.

“I could kick you!”

“Go ahead. You’d probably break a toe.” Lurbira rapped her knuckles on the polished metal of her leg. It made a solid clunking sound.

“Someone’s paying for this place, and it’s not the Junkers,” said Siphany thoughtfully. “And we’re in Haeld space. That must mean something. Does this have to do with the civil war on Haeld? Are they spies of some kind?”

She breathed in as all the figures added up at last. “They’re holding me because they think I’m a Sovene spy. They work for Loyan. Don’t they?”

Lurbira clapped her hands slowly, and Siphany felt a little rush of satisfaction; she knew she was right. “You should ask Mother Junk that one.”

Siphany nodded, determined. “I will.”

“You’re kind of dense, you know?”

“I’m not! I’ve just been stuck in a tiny cell worrying, so I haven’t had time to work things through.”

But inside, she was kicking herself. She knew she should have been able to figure this out, but she’d been too panicky to really examine her situation.

“Gotta go,” said Lurbira abruptly. “They’ll be looking for me soon. Hey, I checked on your cat. He’s howling his head off, but he’s fine.”

Siphany breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you.”

“Yeah, whatever. I’ll see you around.”

With that, Lurbira left Siphany to her croppygreens. This time, she left the light on. Siphany was touched, despite herself.

*

AT SOME POINT along the way, Siphany’s stomach flip-flopped, and all the hairs stood up on her arms.

So, she thought, they have shift engines on this thing.

Or, more specifically, they had her ship and her finely tuned engines.

Siphany growled in frustration. She had to get out of here.

The worst part was that she didn’t know what time it was. She tried to stand and do exercises when she thought movement hour might be, and then she sat and hummed a tune when it might have been spirit hour. That made her feel a little better, but not by much.

*

MOTHER JUNK RETURNED not long after.

“You shifted,” said Siphany. “I felt it.”

“You’re sensitive. Not surprising for someone who’s lived in space so long.” Mother Junk sat on the bed again, folding her long legs up under her. “So you actually like the croppygreens?”

“I do.”

“That’s interesting. Most people here hated them from day one.”

“Yeah, well, I’m just weird,” said Siphany dully.

“Agreed,” said Mother Junk unsympathetically. “So. Have you had a chance to think?”

“I’m not a spy. Though…I guess that’s what a spy would say.”

“It is. Maybe we could talk a little bit about your ship and your weapons. The damage to our ship was very precise.”

“Sure, I’m a good shot. But I have questions for you.” Siphany launched into a rant she’d been preparing for hours. “How did you come by that great stealth tech? I read all the weapons forums, and nobody mentioned anything like it. How does a Junk in the middle of nowhere happen to have it? And how come you have over a hundred people here? Weren’t the biggest Junks only a couple dozen, back when there were Junks? And that’s another thing. Why are you here at all? The Junker movement died out forty years ago, didn’t it? You all look really healthy, too, and the power here looks great. Stable, no flickers. You can’t be completely self-sufficient with this many people in this small a structure. It just wouldn’t work; you’d have to grow food out of every available space. My ship’s crammed full of supplies, and it’s just me and Kit. And another thing—it’s too clean. The air smells too good. It’s musty, but it should smell like old shit.” Siphany inhaled deeply, tasting the air. “You’re getting new factory-fresh filters. How’d you pay for them? Where’d they come from? This place makes no sense if it’s what you say it is.”

Mother Junk waited.

“So…you’re something else. I don’t know what,” Siphany finished awkwardly, holding her last cards in reserve. “You tell me.”

“Maybe. First, I do need you to tell me everything you know. The full story of who you are and how you came to be here. Let’s start with you. You’re from Sovena.”

“Yes. I left when I was nineteen. I haven’t been back since.”

“Not once? Not even to see your family?”

“I don’t get along with them. And Sovena is stupid.” Siphany subconsciously rubbed the area on her arm where the Derstan doctors had put her medical implant in. It was still there, administering doses of antidepressants and anti-anxiety meds, keeping her functional and safe. The day after she’d received the implant, a bluenet shift had finally changed her body to something more on the female end of the spectrum.

She remembered feeling so much better and then being angry at Sovena, her parents—everyone—for denying it to her. Worse, though, was that they’d all bequeathed her their culture’s horror of body modification anyway. So she had to find a way not to be scared sick of her own flesh and blood.

How could these people think she’d ever spy for them?

“Where did you get the weapons for your ship?” Mother Junk asked.

“I bought them. You can buy all kinds of things on Derstan Station. I have receipts. You can check them if you want. They’re on my ship.”

Mother Junk asked her a few more pointless questions. Then she sighed. “I’m going to have to put you on the next flight to Loyan, I’m afraid. They’ll deal with you. I wish you’d been more cooperative because it would have gone better for you.”

“You’re spying for Loyan,” said Siphany. “A bunch of Junkers are spying for Loyan! I don’t believe it.”

Mother Junk gave her a pained look. “It isn’t that simple. But in return for certain assurances and support, yes. We host Loyan…advisors.”

Siphany rubbed her pounding head. “Great. Look. I really don’t have anything to do with this. I don’t care about Loyan or Sovena or the war you two are fighting by proxy on Haeld. I just want to get back to my ship and my life. I’ll swear not to tell anyone. You can drug me and make me forget.”

“It’s impossible now. You’ve been gone too long. People will be looking for you. Plus, your ship’s a handy thing. When we get to our next stop, we’ll integrate it permanently into the Junk. We can fill it with croppygreen beds. I imagine that would please you.”

Siphany rubbed her head some more and stared at the floor, her heart sinking into her feet. “This is bullshit. Isn’t there anything I can do?”

“I’m afraid not,” said Mother Junk, almost gently. “We’ll be at our new position in a few days, and we’ll rendezvous with a Loyan ship then. They’ll take you from there. I do think that’s best, and I suspect the Loyan military will agree.”

She stood to go, then paused.

“I am sorry, for what it’s worth,” she said and left Siphany to her misery.

*

SIPHANY WAITED IN her closet, drained from crying. She hardly ever cried, but once it sank in just how thoroughly her perfect, stable life had been wrecked and lost forever, she couldn’t help herself.

There was a hesitant knock at the door. “It’s me.” Lurbira Call let herself in. And when Siphany remained curled up on the bed, she said, “Hey. You want the light out? I can’t dim it, even though I know you like that best. That’s what your log said. I read some of it. Boring stuff.”

Siphany could only look at her.

Lurbira shut the door. “Let me guess. They’re going to ship you off to Loyan.”

“Y-yeah,” Siphany said, jerking her head in a nod. “I’m not a spy.”

“I know. But they’re gonna believe what they’re gonna believe.”

“What’s going to happen to me?”

“Well.” Lurbira put the tray down and sat on the bed next to Siphany. “The Loyans aren’t barbarians. Not to flesh-and-blood humans, anyway. They won’t do anything bad like put you on trial or anything. They’ll just throw you in prison and, if they get a chance, use you as a bargaining chip in a few decades when everything they think you know is so out of date it doesn’t matter anymore.”

Siphany began to cry again.

Hesitantly, Lurbira put a cold hand on her shoulder. Siphany flinched away.

“Don’t like being touched, huh,” said Lurbira. “I get that.”

Siphany just looked at her.

“Hey.” Lurbira held up the croppygreens. “These are fresh. I picked ’em myself for you. I don’t know if it’ll make you feel any better, but they put some croppygreen beds on your ship. That’s where these are from.”

“Oh.” Siphany put one in her mouth and chewed. It was more flavorful than she was used to, but in a nice way. “They said they’d do that. I guess it’s good the ship’s being used. Lurbira?”

“Yeah?”

“Will you take care of my cat when they take me to Loyan? He gets so lonely.”

Lurbira gave her a long, unreadable look. Then she smiled. “Yeah, sure. I like cats. They never really care much for me. I think I smell like the wrong things, but I like ’em anyway. What kind of food does he like?”

“I have some huge bags of it on the ship. If they haven’t been looted…” Siphany sighed. “There’s enough there to last him another two years.”

“You really stock up,” said Lurbira, impressed.

“I thought I’d be able to survive indefinitely out here.” Siphany forced back the tears that had sprung to her eyes again. “I thought I was prepared.”

Lurbira stared grimly at the wall. She looked about a hundred years old, which was unsettling, considering her child’s body. “Even if they believed you, they’d have to send you to Loyan,” she said, voice low. “This place is getting ready for war with Sovena. Haeld space is going to be a big fucking firefight in about a month, and it’s going to pull everyone in.”

Siphany sucked in her breath. “War?”

“Yeah. It’s all anyone’s talking about here. The Loyans have all these big plans about ‘moving humanity into a more united age’ or some crap, and Sovena’s on the hit list.”

“Oh.” Siphany fiddled with her fingers, trying to sort out her feelings.

“Anyway,” said Lurbira. “I’ve probably stayed too long. They don’t want me trying to talk to you much now. The food okay for you?”

“Yeah.”

“Good. I’ll see you again soon.”

Lurbira let herself out, leaving Siphany with her thoughts and a plate of rapidly cooling croppygreens. She put one in her mouth and chewed slowly.

This one’s from my ship, she thought with a rueful sort of pride. I should have thought of growing things there before. That would have been perfect.

*

SIPHANY HAD A dream that she was already on Loyan and everyone there was twice her height. They all looked exactly like the nursing staff from the institution back on Sovena, and they asked her relentless questions about her mind, her body, and her life with Qas.

If she wasn’t a spy, they said menacingly, maybe Kit was. They’d soon know.

And then they started to torture her.

She woke to a cold hand shaking her awake.

“Get up,” said Lurbira. “Damn it! Of course you’re asleep when I need you. Get your fleshy ass out of bed!”

Siphany batted her hand away. “Wha—?”

“Come on. I’ve got your cat.”

“Kit?” Siphany was jolted fully awake.

“Right here.”

A sad little mew came from a ventilated box perched on Lurbira’s narrow shoulder. Siphany pressed her hand up against the side, and a paw snaked through a hole to bat at her finger. “You brought him to see me!”

“More than that,” Lurbira said, looking around. The door was open, but the lights outside dimmed a little. “It’s night cycle, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t people around. We’re going to have to be careful.”

“Lurbira?” Siphany’s heart began to beat faster. “What’s going on?”

Lurbira yanked Siphany by the front of the shirt down to her level, her face alight with manic glee. “I’m getting the fuck out of here,” she whispered. “And you’re coming with me. Come on. I confused the sensors. They think you’re asleep still and that I’m ten decks away being bored. Take the cat and follow me.”

Siphany’s brain briefly warred between going into commando mode and switching off entirely. Commando mode won. She burst out of bed and grabbed Kit’s box from Lurbira.

“Ready,” she said.

“Good,” said Lurbira with a curt, approving nod. “We’re gonna have to be quick. Let’s go.”

*

SIPHANY FOLLOWED LURBIRA through the deserted corridors, straining to keep up as Kit shuffled around inside his box.

They were lucky for almost the whole trip; nobody was around. But once the airlock came into view and Siphany thought they might just get away with it, their luck ran dry.

“Lurbira?” said one of the three guards, confused. The other two raised their weapons when they saw Siphany. “What’s going on? Where are you taking her? Why is she free?”

“Let us pass, Vu,” Lurbira said warningly. “Don’t make me ask you twice.”

“I’m calling it in,” said the guard. “Stay right where you are.”

This is it, thought Siphany. They’d probably toss her out into space now and then melt Lurbira down for the metals. How could they have been stupid enough—

Lurbira’s arms snapped up, hands balled into fists. “Move,” she said, and compartments slid back on her knuckles.

“Hey—” said Vu before white-hot plasma arced out of Lurbira’s knuckles into each of the three men.

“Come on,” Lurbira said to a shocked Siphany, dragging her through the airlock and onto her ship.

*

“YOU KILLED THEM,” Siphany protested as her feet hit carpet again at last.

“Sure, I kill a lot of people,” Lurbira said sharply. “Get to your cockpit and get this ship out of here. I rigged up some charges; you can trigger them from your cockpit. Go! I’ll be right here just in case they try to come through.”

“Are you going to kill anyone else?” asked Siphany, wide-eyed.

“Maybe. I dunno. Please, go!”

“Okay,” Siphany said shakily, filing the panic and nausea away for later. For now, she could just act. She sprinted into the cockpit, set a howling box of Kit down, and palmed the control panel.

Hello Siphany, a computer screen flashed cheerily.

She could have wept with joy as her fingers flew across the controls. The Junk had been using her ship’s shift engines to help power their own shifts, but they hadn’t linked it up to their main navigation. Perfect. She could maneuver away. Siphany powered on the mains and began the engine start-up cycle.

“Shit,” Lurbira cried in her shrill little-girl voice as plasma fire whined behind Siphany.

“Lurbira,” Siphany called, trying to remember where she’d stashed any of her many guns.

“I’m fine! Close the doors when you can.”

“Okay. Got it!”

Power flowed through the ship. All computer connections were severed; Siphany had total control.

Below, her mighty engines boomed to life.

The shrill whine of Lurbira’s plasma guns went off again; Siphany hastily cycled all the airlocks shut.

“Doors shutting,” she hollered.

“Thanks,” called Lurbira. “I only got a little singed. We’re safe. Go, hit the button!”

Siphany found the control for the charges Lurbira had set and hit the detonator. The ship rocked and shook gently as the beams connecting it to the Junk shattered.

Her ship floated free.
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