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		Chapter 1

		A light flashed. A chime chirped. Nyx tried to ignore them and focus, but they kept flashing and chirping. She panted and moaned louder, trying to drown them out, but it was no use. The moment was ruined and her blissful escape was snatched from her grasp. She groaned and realized the way she was stretched out in her captain's chair really wasn't that comfortable after all.

		The blue haired woman lifted her head when Nyx tapped on her shoulder to make her stop. She tilted it to the side before saying, "Grand Empress of the Skies, the Rebexa's scanner's have detected an unusually high concentration of fabricated alloys."

		"Of course they have," the Grand Empress of the Skies sighed. She swung a leg up and over her android's head and sat up. "Grand Empress of the Skies, eh? Where'd you come up with that?"

		"You mentioned it, once. I had assigned it a low probability but, as I have never used it, the probability grew enough so that I selected it."

		"Yes, you did," she said. She sighed and pushed herself out of her captain's chair. "Bex, gravity on, thirty percent."

		She felt the weight of gravity press down on her. She was pulled down to the floor and then hissed as her bare feet landed on the cold deck. "Why are the damn floors always cold, Bex? We talked about this. I've fixed the radiant heating in the plating and re-fixed it how many times now?"

		"Seven, Captain Nyx," the computer's gentle feminine voice answered. "This will make eight, I believe there is a short in the junction at the bridge bulkhead."

		"Fine, I'll fix it another time," Nyx grumbled as she hopped into the chair she spent most of her time at— the sensor station. "Z, grab my slippers, please."

		"Yes, beautiful one," the android said as she stood and walked over to a sealed bin. She opened it and pulled the worn slippers out before closing the bin. She returned and knelt down to place the slippers in front of Nyx's feet.

		"Thanks, Z, you're the best."

		"You're welcome, milady," the android said and curtsied.

		"All right, let's see here," Nyx said while checking the scans and looking through the results. "Wow... these are off the charts. Titanium, Cadmium, Tungsten, but what is this stuff?"

		"I'm sorry, Captain, I do not know," the ship's computer responded.

		Nyx smiled. "I know, it's okay, you didn't upset me."

		"Good."

		Nyx sighed and spun around in the chair. In the low gravity she lifted up and would have slid out of it if she hadn't grabbed the arms. She put her foot down and slowed herself before climbing into the pilot's chair. "All right, Rebexa, give me manual control, please."

		"Of course, Captain, the ship is yours— I am yours."

		"Damn right you are you sweet thing," Nyx said while taking control of the Rebexa and guiding it deeper into the asteroid field to where the sensors had detected the anomaly.

		"Kinetic shielding holding, Captain."

		"It better," Nyx mumbled. "It's not even due for PM for another week."

		"I mentioned it due to the increased frequency of solid masses in our trajectory, Captain."

		"Oh, well... thank you," Nyx said.

		"You're welcome."

		Nyx studied the screen in front of her and made adjustments to dodge the larger rocks and let the kinetic shields push the smaller rocks away. Soon she was able to see through the rubble to the source of her readings. "I'll be damned. Must be a couple rocks smashed together and broke apart," she mused. "Bex, can we pull that into the hold?"

		"Negative, Captain, it's too large."

		Nyx scowled and compared what she could see versus what her scanners told her. "What is this? Part of a ship or a station, maybe? Encased in rock it must have been a station," she mused. "Scanners confirm it's intact, if a bit beat up. No life signs and no environmental signs, but structurally, it's sound. All right, looks like you get to watch me, Zelda."

		"I like watching you, my love."

		"I meant outside. It's spacewalking time to see what I can chop apart and bring aboard," Nyx said as she walked past the android and to the closet containing her space suit. "Oh, and clean your face off, you look like you got sprayed with lubricant."

		"I did, Mistress," the android pointed out.

		Nyx chuckled, "I didn't mean my lubricant! Ah Z, you're too much some times. I'm also thinking it might be time to lessen the need for pet names."

		"Anything you desire, Captain."

		The captain of the Rebexa kicked off her slippers and slipped into her space suit. She zipped it up and double checked the seals before pulling her helmet on and powering it up. Self-diagnostics ran and displayed on her HUD. "Finally, something that works right around her," she said when all systems returned green. "I've got enough air for eight hours before my recyclers kick in. Z, remind me if I get lost."

		"Yes, Angel."

		Nyx winced. "Yeah, I definitely need to make some updates to that program."

		She made her way past the bulkhead that separated the Rebexa's bridge from the rest of the spaceship. With gravity set at a one half G her often modified space suit was only a little stifling. Outside of the bridge the crew quarters, lounge, and the infirmary of the Rebexa consisted of a metal grate catwalk with a ladder that went up and down one level in either direction. The walls were intended to be solid and contained doors into cabins, but virtually every one had at least one panel removed to expose wiring and internals. The pressurized doors into each cabin were pointless with the state of repair the ship was in. Nyx's cabin was the closest to the bridge, of course, and the only one that she maintained full integrity on in case of emergency. The rest were used for storage.

		Another bulkhead with an airlock led to the cargo bay of the Rebexa. It stretched thirty meters long and expanded the Rebexa's silhouette like a pregnant belly. Beyond the cargo bay the ship's struggling power core and outdated fusion reactor hummed along like two old maids bitching about how their joints ached when they tried to get out of their bunks in the morning.

		Nyx didn't need engineering though, she walked down the steps to the floor of the hold and turned to the control panel for the bay doors in the bottom of the hold. "Bex, suck the air out of the cargo hold."

		"Immediately, Captain," the computer responded.

		The ship's fans hummed as they chopped at the air and sucked it through the compressors and into pressurized holding tanks. In seconds she couldn't hear them anymore but the vibration of them running ran through the deck beneath her feet. She sighed inside her helmet. One of them, if not more, weren't vibrating right. She'd have to fix that soon.

		With the air in the hold all but gone Nyx stepped into a shoulder harness that contained thrusters for movement. Zelda detached her wig of blue hair and placed it on stairs. She walked over to the cage containing the jetpacks and pulled the other one on, drawing Nyx's attention. Nyx noted the bald head and smiled at the beautiful android. She took in her full breasts and beautiful sweeping curves of her abdomen and hips. "Business, Nyx. Pleasure later."

		Zelda stared at her and smiled without showing her teeth. The vacuum in the hold required the android to keep her mouth closed. All of her orifices had to be sealed when she went out into a vacuum to insure the biotech inside of her body was not damaged by the negative pressure and extreme cold.

		"Bex, open the cargo bay doors," Nyx said over her channel to the ship.

		"Opening now, Captain."

		A clunk signaled the opening of the bay doors. They rotated out until the ship shuddered. The port-side door was a few degrees short of full extension. Nyx shook her head and stepped closer to the opening. Below the Rebexa was her exposed treasure, less than twenty meters away.

		"Z, you ready?"

		"My wishes are your wishes, Nyx."

		"I like that," Nyx whispered to herself. "Bex, kill the kinetic shields protecting the Rebexa's belly until we're clear, please."

		"Killing with extreme prejudice, Captain."

		Nyx grinned and leaned forward and let herself fall through the open bay door. As soon as she was below the ship the artificial gravity field ended. She nudged her thruster's controls as she fell, lining her up and then let inertia do the rest.

		"Resurrecting kinetic shielding," the ship's computer alerted her.

		"I need to build you some lips so I can kiss you," Nyx responded and then feathered her thrusters to bring her in to a soft landing on the white metal of the... wreckage?

		Nyx engaged her magnetic boots and knelt down. She moved across the surface slowly, searching through the cosmic dust until she came to the seam of a square hatch that measured a little over a meter from one side to the other. "What are you?" she wondered aloud. "Wreckage? An escape pod? Part of a station... or the entire station?"

		The flotsam did not answer.

		Lacking any data ports or control modules to interface with, Nyx pulled a crowbar out of a sheathe on her thigh. She moved slowly and worked the narrow end of the bar into the crevice. She took a better position and increased the power of the magnetic coils on her boots before putting her weight into it. All forty seven kilos, plus the suit, failed to budge the door. Nyx moved the pry bar to a different side and tried again. She failed just as unimpressively.

		"Z, get your tits down here, I need help."

		"My tits are happy to serve you, Honey."

		"Yeah they are," Nyx grinned and made room for the android to land beside her. "Let's see if we can work this thing loose."

		Zelda moved beside her and reached out to grab the bar. Nyx marveled at the lights from the Rebexa shining on the nude android. The tiny molecules of air that had clung to her artificial skin had turned to frost and made her glisten in the vacuum. "Sometimes I really wish you were a real girl, Z."

		Zelda turned her head to look at Nyx. Her mouth didn't move but her voice came across the comm-channel as though it had. "If I were I wouldn't be very pretty right now, Turtle Dove."

		"Turtle Dove?" Nyx laughed. "I meant... well, it doesn't matter what I meant. If you were real then I'd have never talked to you in the first place. Let's get this door open instead of wasting air wishing for the stars."

		"I am ready when you are, My Queen."

		Nyx made a final adjustment to her stance and said, "One...two...three...lif— oh! Z, you're the best!"

		Zelda responded with a close-lipped smile before kneeling down and grabbing onto the exposed edge of the hatch. She pulled up on it, raising it slowly for two seconds before the hatch flung open and a blast of ancient atmosphere gushed out into space.

		"Z!" Nyx howled. Zelda was tumbling through space, blown free by the explosive decompression. Nyx twisted so she could track her trajectory, highlighting her in her suit so her only companion wasn't lost to the void. Zelda's thrusters fired, sending a blue-white glow into the space behind her as they slowed her spin and brought her to a halt.

		"I'm still functional, Captain," Z said. "I do seem to have suffered damages, however. I will return shortly."

		Nyx looked down and saw the hatch hadn't blown free. It was attached by an arm on some sort of hinge unlike anything she'd ever seen before. Nyx saw she still had the pry bar in her hand too. Zelda had let go of it so she wouldn't pull Nyx with her.

		Nyx blinked back tears. Her bot had thought to save Nyx's life even as her own was in danger. She tucked the tool away and blinked repeatedly to keep from shedding any tears. Having them on her cheeks would be annoying but if any managed to break free and float around in her helmet and end up on her faceplate... ugh!

		Nyx turned away and saw Z's bare foot still attached to the hull of whatever it was she was standing on. Her lower leg had popped off at the knee. Nyx gawked at the disembodied limb for a moment and had to blink some more. Stupid android was injured and still she'd saved Nyx. Sure, it was all programming but still... She cleared her throat and said, "Return to the Rebexa's hold. Bex, drop the shield and let her in."

		"Yes, Captain," both the android and ship's computer said at the same time.

		"I'll bring your leg back as soon as I'm done."

		"Thank you, Captain."

		Nyx smiled and focused on lightening the mood after the intense moment. She needed that right now. "Oh, so it's Captain now?"

		"It seemed fitting in a time of stress."

		"You're stressed? You're an android, you don’t get stressed. Possibly overwhelmed with calculations, but I doubt that given the biotic processor you've got."

		"I meant a high stress situation for you, Captain. We are over fifty light years from your birth system and two jumps from a human controller solar system. You are alone, Captain, and have no social interaction with any of the thousands of alien species in the universe, let alone a fellow human. Also as a point of fact, you are the only life form in this system that we've been able to find and you've just discovered signs of an ancient, unrecognized, technology. I have been damaged, adding to your workload on top of the many repairs needed on the Rebexa. All of these factors lead me to believe you might be enduring higher levels of stress than normal."

		"Wow, you don't pull any punches," Nyx muttered. So much for lightening the mood. Fine, if Zelda was going to go there... Complex or not, she was still just a sex-bot-turned-everyday-companion, "You forgot to add I'm behind on my payment to Tazz for the Rebexa."

		Zelda's jetpack pushed her up into the Rebexa's hold with the perfect amount of thrust to overcome the weak gravity until she was clear of the door. She settled down, landing gracefully on her remaining leg, and turned with a hop to keep an eye on Nyx. "I was unaware of additional financial pressures, Captain."

		This wasn't going to help them and she was wasting air. Nyx forced the dark thoughts away. "I can compartmentalize with the best of them, Z. Things are bad, but don't you worry, we'll be okay."

		"I wouldn't dream of worrying, Captain."

		"No, you wouldn't... you're incapable of that," Nyx said and looked down at Zelda's leg. She sighed and knelt down to work it free of the hull and tucked it into one of the large pockets on the back of her suit. "Well, I'm not going to get anywhere tempting an asteroid to smash my face in. Stay on the line, Z, I'll be back soon."

		"I will await you breathlessly, intrepid explorer."

		Nyx smirked and turned to the dark hole in the hull. She shone the lights from her suit into the darkness and saw the floor... or a wall, only a few meters away. There were other things as well. Shapes of things protruded from the walls and objects she could not easily identify. She took a deep breath, reached down to grab onto the open hatch frame and pulled herself through.

		

	
		Chapter 2

		Nyx's hands were the first part of her to touch the floor of the salvage. She caught herself to keep from smacking her head and quickly got her knees and foot on the flat surface before securing her mag-boots with a soft clink that she felt through her suit more than heard. She stood and played her light around, studying the walls around her.

		"Fuck me with a cosmic ray," Nyx chuckled. "I'm standing on another hatch in a wall, not the floor."

		As far as she could figure the protrusions emerging from the surface she was standing on would be trip hazards and didn't make sense. Especially when the perpendicular surfaces behind and in front of her were empty of obstacles.

		She walked carefully, stepping around the things she couldn't identify yet and then lifted her leg to stand on the floor. Or the ceiling. She still wasn't sure.

		"This doesn't make any sense," she mused as she scanned the small room a second time. She'd hoped things would fall in place now that she was oriented properly. Or even if she was upside down it should still make sense. It didn't. The only things she could identify were the two hatches, one open and one not. The closed one had nothing on it to indicate she could open it and explore deeper into the alien wreck.

		Nyx shone her lights over a block that stuck out of the wall. It was a darker shade of grey than the outer hull, but there were no signs of an interface on it. There was no interfaces anywhere in the room. No displays, no keyboards, not ports to plug anything in. It was totally self-contained and, for lack of a better word, boring.

		"Is this a prison cell?" Nyx wondered aloud.

		She pulled out her portable scanner and hit the box with every range of scans the small unit was capable of. The results filled the databanks of her co-processor as they came in and she sifted through them with the speed of thought thanks to the algorithm she'd written ages ago to categorize the scanner's output.

		Most of the data was mysterious. No signs of any electrical activity, heat barely above absolute zero, metallic composition of some unknown alloy consisting of tungsten, nickel, iron, and a few unknown elements. "How can there be unknown elements?" Nyx asked herself. Humanity had discovered close to 200, with many of them so short-lived they didn't really deserve to be discovered. Upon meeting the first of many alien species sometime back in the twenty five hundreds they'd been introduced to a couple hundred more. Many of those were as useless as the temporary ones humanity already knew about.

		But these were new and, clearly, had a half-life a lot longer than a few milliseconds. In fact, her scanner couldn't even determine the age of the craft. There was no radiation to use to date it.

		"No fucking way!" Nyx hissed. She searched through her data again and then swung the scanner around to take some more random samples. "No radiation at all in here! That's not even possible... is it?"

		"I cannot answer that for you, Lady Nyx," Zelda said over their comm-line.

		Nyx smirked. "Thank you, Z, it was rhetorical. Unless I say your name assume I'm talking to myself."

		"Yes, ma'am."

		Nyx turned and looked at the wall with the open hatch in it. The Rebexa was floating out there, multiple lights shining her way and helping to light the interior of the salvage. She walked over, each step clinking in her ears, and stuck her upper body through the hatch. More scans followed, the first being the outer hull of this... thing... and the second being the rock that encased it.

		"This is... oh woman, I'm going to be rich!" Nyx breathed. "Normal radiation on the outside and none on the inside. That's not even supposed to be possible!"

		Nyx pulled herself back inside the salvage and pocketed her scanner. She turned to the nearest object, a dull silver sphere, of all things. It was connected to the wall beside the hatch by a slender tube. "So what are you, a doorknob?"

		She tapped the sphere with her hand and then ran her glove over the surface. It budged a little, but she could only tell that because of the instruments in her suit taking measurements. Nyx tried to grab the connecting rod but there wasn't enough room between the sphere and the wall to do so. In fact, the sphere itself was only a little under a meter in diameter. Not the largest oddity in the room, but perhaps the strangest.

		"Hold my Bregan ale," Nyx said before lifting a foot and planting it against the wall. She wrapped both arms around the sphere and gave it a tug. This time she didn't need her instruments to know it budged.

		Nyx grinned and brought her other foot up onto the wall. She clenched her teeth and tugged gain, pulling harder and harder and feeling the strain in her lower back. She gave up with a gasp and panted a moment, fogging her anti-fog faceplate for a few seconds. The sphere shifted, but there was a hard stop as to how far it would go.

		"Fuck you, alien whatchamacallit," Nyx growled after she'd caught her breath. She straightened and moved back to the floor to stand beside her. The movement twisted her back and made her wince at the soreness she discovered. "And fuck me for being out of shape!"

		She took a few moments to compose herself and then retrieved another tool attached to her suit. She gave the sphere an evil grin and waved the beam cutter menacingly. "Let's see how you handle this, you feisty old bitch."

		Nyx adjusted the terminals on her cutter to spread them wide enough to fit around the tube. She turned it on, generating the invisible laser, and checked that the readings were near optimal before moving it into position. The metal was slow to react and made Nyx double check the settings and data flooding into her co-processor. After almost three seconds the grey metal began to darken and then glow. It parted at last, earning a yelp of victory from Nyx before she pressed on.

		By the time her cutter ran out of power Nyx was straining to hold it steady. The cutter was weightless in space and so was she, but holding her body tense and unmoving for the better part of an hour had worn her down. She slumped in her suit and groaned when she studied the results of her project. "I am going to enjoy taking you apart," she promised the inanimate object. The tube connecting the sphere to the wall was cut almost two thirds of the way through.

		Nyx rested a moment and pretended not to notice the cramping in her back, legs, shoulders, and arms. Everywhere, really. Even the muscles in her neck and cheeks were tired. Passing the time with reading tech journals, watching and re-watching B grade gitani vids, and then working out the sexual frustrations the gitani vids filled her with on Zelda were doing her body no favors. She needed to get some real exercise more often...

		"You tell yourself that every time you have to salvage a claim or mine a rock," she rebuked herself. "Give it up, girl, you're just lazy."

		Nyx sighed. She didn't want to be lazy, at least as far as getting herself in shape was considered, but she knew what would happen if she tried. One, maybe two workouts in and then she'd make excuses and find reasons to put it off. She'd be too busy or something would be too important to get away. The ship needed repairs or she had to try out a new idea before she forgot about it. The reasons didn't matter, the results were always the same.

		"That's why I've got Z," she muttered. Zelda could handle the heavy lifting. She was an ultra-light model Nyx bought at a discount, but still stronger than any unmodified human. She's also been barely able to do more than fake a moan and say Nyx's name when she bought her, but years of upgrades and reprogramming had turned her into the masterpiece she was now.

		"Hmm, maybe I should replace her leg with a peg. I could check off that fantasy about being invaded by pirates then..."

		Nyx giggled and shook her head. "Focus, Nyx," she chided herself. She still had a lot of work to do and... shit, she was down to four hours of air before her scrubbers would kick in. She didn't have many of those to spare so she didn't want to risk degrading them outside of an emergency. Where had the time gone?

		Nyx swapped out the power pack on the beam cutter and took a deep breath. Her body was tired and aching, but just a few more minutes... She engaged the torch and moved it back into place. Right before it started she stopped and glared at the cut. She double checked the readings and then cursed. "It's fixing itself?" she breathed. She shook her head and triple check the data. "This can't be possible," she muttered.

		The material was reassembling. It was extremely slow, but there were parts of the unknown metal that were already beginning to reach out across the gap her cutter had cleared several minutes ago. Nyx shook her head. "Figuring you out is going to make me one of the richest bitches in the galaxy. But I can't do that here so, sorry about your luck."

		Nyx reengaged her cutter and put it back to work. The freshly repaired metal was swept away in a blink. The rest of the tube stood up to her for several more minutes until it finally hung free in space, severed from the wall. Nyx turned off her cutter and stowed it before pulling her scanner back out and studying the sphere  with a constant stream of data pouring into her.

		There was activity. The energy involved was on the quantum level, not something measurable in normal space-time. Nonetheless the severed tube was slowly rebuilding itself. The inner workings, conduits and internal structures were reassembling themselves first, but the movement was so slow Nyx was able to calculate it would take at least six hours until it was able to reconnect. No— make that almost four hours. The other end of the severed tube was repairing itself too.

		"This isn't any kind of nanotechnology I've ever seen," Nyx mumbled to herself. "This is smaller. I'm not even sure it's happening on the quantum level... what the fuck are you?"

		The alien salvage maintained it's silence.

		Undeterred, Nyx grabbed the sphere in both hands and pulled it away from the wall. She maneuvered it carefully to the hatch and then through it. She went through the hatch with it, unwilling to let it go free after all the work she'd done. "Z, I'm coming back."

		"I've missed you, Sugar Plum."

		Sugar Plum? Nyx shook her head and used her thrusters to start her on her way back to her ship. "I've got a present for you. I know you've got the phallic attachment we use sometimes, but now I'm bringing you balls!"

		"That looks like a rather large ball, Vixen."

		"Yes, it was a joke. Hyperbole. Just one ball and it's some spherical artifact I recovered. I'm going back down to the salvage but I want you to study this and record a few things."

		"As you wish, True Love."

		" Bex, drop the bottom shield, please.

		Nyx guided herself and the sphere to the open cargo bay doors and braced herself as the gravity took over. Her thrusters increased power to overcome it and she settled onto the deck by stumbling. The sphere in her hands pulled on her and forced her to bend over and set it down.

		"Heavy," she panted. "Z, come here."

		"I'm hoppy to serve, Captain."

		Nyx jerked her head around to see Zelda hopping on one leg across the deck toward her. "Oh! I forgot about your leg... I've got it, Z. Your leg, I mean. It's in my pack. Let's see if we can reattach it real quick."

		Nyx pulled the leg out and held it up to prove she had it.

		"I inspected my damage and it will require some repair work. The modular attachment was damaged and will need to be rebuilt, Doctor."

		Doctor? Nyx snickered in spite of herself and looked at the damaged junction to Zelda's knee joint. Z was right, as usual, it was going to require some machining and rebuilding. "All right, then we'll have to graft and merge some new artificial skin too. Until then, can you just watch this then. Keep an eye on that tube sticking out of it. It was self-repairing itself down there. I want to know if it continues."

		"Yes, Cunt Licker."

		"Woah!" Nyx snapped. "That's... yeah, let's put that one in the restricted list."

		"Moving Cunt Licker to restricted. My apologies, Captain."

		Nyx shook her head and couldn't help but smile. "You're something else, Z. Thank you for being you."

		"Thank you for making me, me, Mistress."

		Nyx looked on her android wistfully as Zelda performed her task of watching the sphere with unerring diligence. "If only..."

		"I cannot be a real girl, Captain," Zelda correctly guessed from the list of probabilities. Nyx wished for it often enough.

		"No, but if you were truly sentient—"

		Zelda's head twisted to look at her so fast Nyx was afraid she might break something. Even Zelda's voice changed, dropping to a more serious tone and less feminine pitch. "Experimentation with artificial intelligence is forbidden, Owner Nyx Bloom."

		Nyx held up a hand, "I know, I know... I just dream of finding the perfect balance. You've come a long way, baby, but I still want so much more for you."

		Zelda smiled at her and turned back to the sphere to resume her duties.

		Shaken by the sudden behavior of the android, Nyx watched her a moment longer and then turned to plug her suit in and cycle her air reserves. She didn't need the magnetic coils in the Rebexa's artificial gravity field, which made walking a little easier. The gravity itself was weighing her down and making how out of shape she was even more obvious.

		"Z, when we're done and you're fixed, I'm going to need a full body rub down," Nyx whined.

		"Of course, Darling."

		Nyx finished recycling the air in her suit tank and checked her thruster fuel. She hadn't even used ten percent of it yet. She returned to the open bay doors and stared down at the salvage. "I'll call if I need help... and Z, remind me if I hit that eight hour mark. My tanks are fresh again."

		"Of course, Sweet Cheeks."

		Nyx froze and turned to look at the oblivious android. She shook her head and turned back. That program update couldn't wait much longer.

		

	
		Chapter 3

		"Bex, let me through the belly Kinetic shield, please," Nyx said as she turned back to the open doors. Gravity pulled her down until she passed beyond the ship's hull. Then her inertia guided her back toward the salvage.

		Nyx landed on the surface of the salvage after her space walk and climbed back through the hatch. She stood up and looked around, wondering what to do next. A quick check of the severed tube showed that the reconstructive efforts had only progressed a little. She watched it a moment longer and took constant readings on it until she was sure it had truly stopped rebuilding itself.

		"This is weirder than a Messian birthing party," she said while turning away and studying the rest of the artifact. "Then again, nobody's being held up by their chosen family members while the father pulls the baby out with his hands, so nothing in common. It's still weird though, damn it."

		Nyx walked over to a small protrusion at the base of a wall while she debated with herself. Other than her breathing and mindless chatter the only sounds were the clink, clink, clink of each step of her magnetized boots. She squatted down and glanced around again. She missed Z. Even if the android wasn't a brilliant conversationalist, just having her nearby made her feel better. Less alone.

		"You are alone, dummy," Nyx reminded herself. "You're only friends are manufactured, not grown."

		She sighed. The alternative to accepting her life was arguing with herself. That was a path she tried not to go down... it led to pre-recorded therapy sessions and the need to find a space station that provided services to humans including drugs.

		Nyx focused on the box in front of her. This was what mattered. This was the big score she could finally make enough money off of to get out of debt and get all the upgrades she'd ever dreamed of. Upgrades for the Rebexa, upgrades for Z, and even upgrades for herself. Maybe even get Zelda a sister!

		Finding a buyer might be tricky. This was unknown technology. The Human military would probably be a great buyer, but her contact with them didn't have a heck of a lot of pull. She'd have to protect herself and make sure she could negotiate. Make sure she understood that she had other buyers on the hook too. The human navy hated letting something that might be undiscovered slip through their fingers, even if they couldn't use it. Even worse if somebody else got their hands on it.

		Nyx grinned. She wasn't all that different. Well, she didn't care if somebody else got something if she couldn't use it, but it did upset her if another salvager found something in the same area she was in.

		Nyx pulled her beam cutter out again. There was no easy way to cut this box off but she wasn't trying to fix that. Instead she wanted to see if the rejuvenative nature of the sphere had been unique of if the entire artifact was the same way.

		She activated the cutter and lowered it to a corner of the block. A cross section would tell her if it self-repaired and give her a glimpse at what was inside. Like before, it took a few seconds before the cutter started to cut. Even longer before the cut grew deep enough to make a difference. After several minutes the pyramid shaped tip of the corner floated free.

		Nyx gently brushed it aside and then redirected it to the wall so it wasn't bouncing around forever inside the small space. She used her scanner to gather more detailed readings of the cross-cut material and waited until she was sure the unknown alloy was not regenerating. She leaned back a little and sighed.

		"Curiouser and curiouser," she mumbled.

		The cross section didn't reveal enough to be helpful either. All she could see was internal structure meant to support the outer skin. The composition of the internal structure was a little different though, so that was something at least. She tucked the small corner chunk into her pocket now that it had cooled. She could analyze that back on the Rebexa, if nothing else.

		Nyx sighed and rose to her feet. Cutting the salvage apart with the Rebexa's mining laser would work, but selling the scraps was not the best way to a better life. She needed to figure it out herself. If she could identify these elements and recreate these alloys in the Rebexa's matter forge then she had something real she could bargain with. She would need some skill chips for that though. The Rebexa had digital encyclopedias of knowledge on known elements and manufacturing, but when it came to identifying and processing unknown metallurgy there was nothing. That meant a trip to a station, possibly a few, to find what she needed.

		All while she left this potentially priceless treasure floating exposed in space for someone else to find? Fuck that!

		She turned again and studied the room. Her eyes fell on the closed hatch. Was there another room beyond it? Some other unknown treasure? Maybe the long dead and thoroughly frozen body of whatever alien species had built this? Maybe she wasn't in a station or a prison cell. Maybe she was in a tomb?

		Nyx's books clinked their way over to the hatch. She scanned it and then felt around it for good measure. A few taps with her hands confirmed what her sensors had already told her: it might as well have been a rock.

		She swapped her scanner for her cutter and reconfigured the cutting head and swapped out the power pack with a fresh one. She had one left before she'd have to recharge them on the Rebexa. The hatch she'd come through was thick. Thick enough her hand-held cutters would take hours to cut through and that would only be a pinhole. The frame around the hatch was even thicker. The wall though... maybe the wall only had a shell over whatever internal workings there were. Insulating material? Wires? Support structure? Frozen fluids? This was alien technology, there was no telling what there might be.

		Nyx held the cutter in position at the optimal distance from the wall  beside the hatch and activated it. The focused laser took a little longer to heat up and begin to chew into the wall, but it was working. Over an hour later and near the end of her final power pack, a one decimeter square section of the wall was floating free. Nyx turned off her cutter and pulled the detached section away. She took readings while the metal cooled and noted no obvious changes in the composition of the material. She tucked it in with the other sample she'd captured and turned her attention to the exposed wall.

		The lights from Nyx's helmet illuminated supports and conduits. She grinned and said, "Finally something that makes sense!"

		"Captain, this is your scheduled reminder that you have not eaten in almost ten hours."

		"Fu— really? Has it been that long?"

		"Yes, dear. Again."

		Nyx smiled. "I get caught up in what I'm doing."

		"You are at the bottom of the revised BMI for a healthy human woman, given your age, height, and demographic markers, Sweetie."

		"All right, I'll be back soon. Making a breakthrough here though."

		"Shall I set another reminder, my favorite waif?"

		Nyx laughed out loud at that one. "Yes, give me another hour. Oh, and Z... it's really nice to hear your voice, thank you."

		"If you'd like I could continue talking from the collection of randomized conversation topics you've provided me, Snookums."

		"Ugh.. no, I need to do more work on that function. Need a complete refactoring, I think."

		"I could sing for you, Songbird."

		Nyx closed her eyes and shook her head. "You'd be the songbird, not me... but no, I think that might distract me. If this was a normal wreck some music would be nice but I need to focus on this one."

		"As you wish, Buttercup."

		Nyx returned her attention to the wall with a smile still on her face. Her stomach cramped and rumbled, letting her know it had heard it was past dinner time. Nyx's smile vanished. She had more important things to do than wasting time eating!

		"Okay, let's see what you are," Nyx whispered while pushing her cutter in through the opening and activating it. She targeted a conduit and carefully shaved along the side to remove a sliver of it and expose what the conduit covered.

		"What are you, my precious?" Nyx breathed as the sliver floated away and revealed a translucent material. Her scanner confirmed it was crystalline, but the arrangement of atoms was unlike anything she'd ever seen before. "You're not hollow, but with an alignment like I bet you're meant to transmit data or power. I bet there's virtually no loss or delay. So what are you?"

		Nyx looked at the hatch and then back to the exposed conduit. She shrugged and made some more adjustments to her cutter. She lowered the intensity to a fraction of its optimal power and adjusted the focus so it couldn't possibly cut. The cutter was throwing raw power now, but at a setting so low she'd have a hard time burning herself if she held it over exposed flesh.

		"Here goes nothing," Nyx said before moving the cutter over the exposed conduit. She activated it and waited. The crystalline material began to brighten almost immediately. It glowed white with the power feeding into it. Nyx wanted to drop her cutter and clap. She'd figured it out! "Yeah, baby, that's it! Show me what you've got!"

		Nyx pulled her scanner out with her other hand and played it over the opening. She gasped as she saw the readings. The ancient wreckage was coming to life! She waved the instrument around slowly so she didn't disturb her cutter feeding power into the structure and marveled at how everything was changing. Her scanner was picking up some noise from the crystalline tubing. Damage caused by her cutter, perhaps?

		The walls were warming, and they were warming rapidly. Nyx double checked her data and then checked it again. Every surface was heating up. The power being extended was beyond the power she was supplying. Nyx shut the cutter off and pulled it back. The exposed crystal glowed as brightly as before.

		Nyx looked around again and gasped. It was getting brighter too. The walls— they were glowing. Were they radiating light or heat? Or light because of the heat? That didn't make sense though, they'd had to get much hotter before her cutter made them glow...

		Her suit chirped an alarm and displayed an external temperature warning on her HUD as well as pushing it through the wireless connection to her coprocessor. The floor under her boots was passing two hundred degrees centigrade and it was climbing at an accelerated rate.

		"This is bad," Nyx mumbled. She looked at the conduit and thought about cutting through it entirely. Break the feed and it would stop, right? Except she wasn't feeding it anymore, she'd already broken it. So how was it still ramping up more and more energy?

		Nyx hissed as her feet started to get warm. She looked down and saw her boots were starting to melt. The floor was over three hundred now. It was time to go!"

		She turned and took a step, only to slip on the melted metal of her boots. The magnetic coils failed, leaving her floating in space, her legs and arms flailing to grab on to something. The structure around her passed four hundred degrees.

		She twisted enough that a boot tapped the frame of the hatch she'd been trying to open. It spun her forward and she threw her left arm out to block the glowing floor. Her arm hit, stopping her and making her grunt. She held herself still for a second and tried to think how she could use the leverage to get herself out. Nyx was about to give herself a nudge when the burning started.

		She screamed and pushed hard, throwing her back into the wall. She scrambled to get away, knowing this was an all too-real game of the floor is lava. She kicked free and floated in mid air, her trajectory sending her to the corner where two walls and the ceiling met. The metal was glowing so bright it was nearly blinding.

		"Thrusters!" Nyx panted. Alarms were sounding in her suit and her coprocessor was being spammed with the data of critical alerts. She ignored the flashing text on her HUD and the data both. She had to get away before she died, not analyze how she was going to die. She forced her coprocessor to focus on the thruster control while cradling her arm against her belly. It felt like it was still on fire.

		She flew to the hatch faster than was safe. She hit the arm of the door, taking the impact on her already aching left arm. She grabbed the frame with her right hand and pulled herself through even as she began to feel the hit in her hand. The frame was melting under her grip. The once super-resilient metal now as malleable as putty.

		"Z! Help!" Nyx gasped. "I'm—"

		The alien artifact, derelict and powerless for countless millennia, exploded.

		

	
		Chapter 4

		Nyx woke up... but she woke up screaming.

		A figure was over her in an instant, but that's all she could tell. She was burning up. Everything, everywhere, was on fire. The figure had been a shape, nothing more. Even her vision was red with flames. The pain was so intense it didn't last. It couldn't last, not if she had any of hope of remaining sane. She passed out and, for a time, knew peace.

		The next time Nyx woke up she could see again. She saw the ceiling of the Rebexa's infirmary. She was lying on the bed, which had been piled full of junk the last she remembered. Well, not junk, inventions and cobbled together experiments that were in progress, complete failures, or the beginning of an idea that would revolutionize some niche in the universe that had gone unfulfilled. So yeah, junk.

		Nyx tried to talk and only managed a croak. She coughed, her through dry and itchy. She coughed some more and started worry that she might never stop. Her belly and chest ached and she couldn't lift her arm to cover her mouth.

		A loud hiss slipped through her wracking coughs. Nyx held her breath and stopped coughing by force of will alone. She knew that noise. That hiss. She'd heard it before... recently. It was air. Air escaping. Pressure being released. Like—

		"I'm sorry I was not here, Sweet Cheeks. I brought you some water."

		Nyx lifted her head and saw Zelda limping toward her, a length of metal bar in one hand as a cane and a cup in her other hand. She wore a wig of brown hair pulled back into a bun today.

		The android reached Nyx's side and brought the cup to Nyx's lips. She drank and tried again to lift her arms to take the cup and hold it on her own. Her right arm didn't budge and her left arm, well, that twitched a little but she wished she hadn't. A wave of agonizing nausea slammed into her and made her spray the water in her mouth across the room.

		"You need to drink, Butterfly," Zelda urged her. "Medical files state proper hydration will aid your recovery and lessen the discomfort in your soft tissues from exposure."

		Nyx swallowed and lay back, exhausted. She panted from the effort and felt the burn in her chest only slightly cooled by the water she'd swallowed. "Exposure?" she asked

		"Yes, dear," Zelda said.

		Nyx opened her mouth but her body had gotten a taste of water and it demanded more. She was thirsty like she'd never been before in her life. "More," she gasped.

		Zelda held the cup up and let her drink. Nyx tried to guzzle it but the infuriating android only let her have sips of water at a time. By the time Nyx was finished she vowed to turn Zelda into a glorified paperweight.

		"Would you like more, babycakes?"

		Nyx hesitated and then shook her head. She did want more, but she wanted answers first.

		"Some food, Muffin? A soup with a proper mix of carbohydrates and proteins would help your body recover."

		"Tell me," Nyx said and had to wait a moment to pull in another breath. "What. happened?"

		"I received your request for assistance zero point four six seconds before the salvage exploded. You were accelerated into the Rebexa's kinetic shields and deflected away just ahead of the force the explosion. The Rebexa sustained very minor damages and was repositioned until the ship's thrusters brought it back into station keeping. I had already left the Rebexa's hold and use my thruster pack to locate you and return you to the hold. The ship pressurized the hold but, upon evaluation of my condition and yours, gravity was reduced to zero so I  could deliver you to the infirmary. I removed your damaged spacesuit and engaged triage procedures to insure your survival before securing you. The ship and I communed and agreed that two thirds earth standard gravity was to be restored to aid your recovery, my dear."

		"Is that... why I can't... breathe?"

		"Your body was badly damaged. Numerous broken bones as well as depressurization from your compromised spacesuit. The worst of the decompression seems to have passed and will only improve with proper hydration and rest. I applied localized topical skeletal treatments to aid in the recovery of your broken bones. There were no compound fractures, fortunately, princess."

		"Stop. Stop with the... affec...tations."

		"I'm sorry, I cannot alter my own programming, sweetheart."

		Nyx sighed and lay still. She felt... weird. "Painkillers?"

		"Yes. I have been administering fifteen percent above the maximum recommended dosage, Baby Doll."

		Nyx almost grunted but it would have been too much work to make the noise. "What else?"

		"Your feet would have suffered crippling burns had they not been exposed to the vacuum of space. They suffered second degree burns on the bottom nonetheless. I have sealed the infirmary and increased oxygen levels to create a hyperbaric environment to assist recovery. Several ribs, your pelvis, and a few of your lower vertebrae suffered fractures. They are also recovering well but require time, rest, and considerable nutrients beyond what the topical patches can supply—"

		"My arms," Nyx asked. "Why tied down?"

		"Your right arm is restrained because you struggled and interfered with treatment initially, My Peach."

		"I did?"

		"Yes, Raider of the Lost Artifacts."

		If she'd had the energy to smile she would have. How Zelda had put that together was beyond her.

		"Your left arm is restrained to aid in recovery post amputation, Pookie."

		"You're— My— No... you're lying."

		"I cannot lie to my Mistress, Mistress."

		Nyx lifted her head and strained her neck. She tried to do the same with her left arm but pain made her hiss and grind her teeth. She saw it though. Enough of it to know the rest of her arm had to be trapped beneath her body. Or may tucked under a sheet? It had to be there. She could feel it still. She could move her...

		"Oh fuck," Nyx gasped. "My fingers... I can't move them."

		"You don't have any fingers on that arm anymore, Pumpkin."

		Nyx didn't hear her. She'd already passed out.

		When she awoke for the third time Zelda was there. She straightened and smiled at the woman.

		"Ugh, I had a terrible dream," Nyx mumbled. "Why are you staring at me? Why does my... oh shit."

		"There is a high probability your dream was not a dream, Goddess."

		Nyx closed her eyes and shifted her head to the left. She looked down and lifted her head a little, slowly. She saw her pale skin from her shoulder go beneath a pale yellow medical restraint and then reemerge on the other side. Her skin grew redder rapidly and then disappeared beneath a bandage. That was it. There was no more, just the bandage.

		Nyx swallowed and dropped her head back. "You cut my arm off?"

		"Yes, Nyx."

		"Why did you cut my arm off? What would possibly make you think I would want you to cut my arm off?"

		"The human medical dataset and triage routines in my system assured me this was the only way to prevent your immediate death. Your arm suffered third degree burns and then was suffering a compound fracture above the elbow that also shredded the brachial artery beyond repair. Your arm needed to be severed and the artery sealed to insure your survival, Captain."

		Nyx worked up the spit necessary to swallow. "Untie me," she said a moment later.

		"Happily, Boss."

		Zelda untied the strap holding Nyx's right arm to the bed and then untied the straps across her upper chest and belly. She leaned over Nyx and released the strap holding her left arm down and then leaned back and hopped to put herself in a better position to help Nyx sit up.

		Nyx lifted her arm and, without the restraint, it felt weird. It rose easily even with more gravity than she was accustomed to. She felt a little pulling in her shoulder and upper arm, but that was it... almost. "I feel... weird."

		"You are malnourished and dehydrated. Should I start to introduce fluids intravenously, Sugar Bear?"

		"No... I mean my arm. It's like... it's like I can feel it. A dull, ache, or a memory of an ache. I can't explain it," Nyx mumbled. She stared at it a moment longer before asking, "It's really gone, isn't it, Z? I... I lost my arm."

		"It's not lost, Beloved, but it is beyond repair."

		Nyx closed her eyes but couldn't stop the tears the slipped through them and ran down her cheeks.

		"I'm sorry, have I upset you, Sweetheart?"

		"I just... I need my arm."

		"I can get it for you, it is frozen in the—"

		"No!" Nyx gasped. "I mean... I don't know what to do now. One arm? How can I do my job? How can I do anything?"

		"Losing an extremity has not been considered a disability for human beings for hundreds of years. Many humans undergo elective procedures to replace limbs with prosthetics to enhance their functionality. This will only be an inconvenience for you, Bella."

		Nyx opened her eyes and stared at Zelda through her tears. "An inconvenience?" Nyx asked. "I lost my fucking arm, Z!"

		"I can work with the ship to plot a course to the nearest system that can provide a replacement for you, Honey Bee."

		"I can't afford a replacement! I can't afford to return to a human system even! As soon as we register on the system network I'll have to provide my late payments or a damn good explanation for when I'll be making them."

		"Financial matters out outside my available data, Captain."

		"Yeah, so stop telling me about what I can do when I can't do it."

		"Of course, Captain."

		Nyx sighed. Now Zelda was calling her captain which meant the android recognized the situation was serious and Nyx wasn't happy with her. "I'm sorry, Z, it's not your fault."

		"I have no emotions or understanding of guilt. I am your property, you do not need to apologize, Captain."

		Nyx winced. Yeah, rub that in too. Her best friend could only simulate empathy and was only her friend because she owned her.

		"The salvage is gone too?"

		"The explosion destroyed it completely. The sphere remains in our hold and there were some small samples in your spacesuit I recovered, Baby."

		Nyx experimented with taking a deep breath. Her ribs started to ache long before her chest was full so she stopped and let it back out. "How bad is the rest of me? Can I walk?"

		"The exposure to the vacuum spared your feet from being blistered, but there was considerable tissue damage. You can walk, but there may be discomfort. Would you like your slippers, Empress?"

		"Some food first, I think. My head's spinning from lifting it up. How long have I been out?"

		"On and off for almost three human standard days, Sleeping Beauty."

		"Yeah, I'm wrecked," Nyx said. "Get me some food and then help me sit up."

		"At once, darling."

		Nyx watched Zelda bobble out of the room on one leg and a cane. She winced, the stupid android still needed her leg fixed. For that matter, Zelda could have probably done it herself  or at least enough to allow her to walk again, but instead she'd attended Nyx for the past three days.

		"Three days? Shit... she's been going for a week straight at least. She needs to charge!"

		Nyx stared up at the ceiling. Almost all of her priceless find was gone now. She had a giant metal ball and a few chunks of scrap, plus all the readings she'd taken. None of that was going to pay for a new arm or the two quarterly payments she missed on the Rebexa.

		"Bex, how's the ship?"

		"I am holding steady after the explosion, Captain. Our relative position is now two hundred thirty meters from the epicenter. Kinetic shielding is fully operational. Plasma shields are available and undamaged. The hull has sustained nominal damages however there were no breaches of internal damage. Structural integrity has no decreased."

		"Sensors?" Nyx asked.

		"Fully operational."

		"Scan the remains, is there anything left of the salvage?"

		"Scanning... there are trace elements in some of the asteroid fragments within range. "No fully formed alloys found."

		"I understand," Nyx said. "Commence recovery operations. Use the crane to pull in the rock fragments containing the traces to the hold. If they're too large, engage the mining laser to shave off the portions containing the target elements."

		"Understood, Captain. Commencing recovery operation."

		Nyx heard the ship's thrusters engage. The ship creaked and groaned as it moved and she felt her weight shift. The Rebexa was an old ship, too old to have both artificial gravity and inertial dampening systems that worked in tandem. One of the spare cabins had a device she'd been working on to bridge the two systems. That same cabin was the first one she went to when she was looking for spare parts when she had a new idea.

		"Fresh hot soup, Sweet Potato," Zelda said as she clunked her way back into the room. The soup was in a sealed bowl.

		"Sweet potato? I thought it was sweet pea," Nyx said. She reached for the soup with her left hand and stopped when she realized she couldn't grab it. She didn't have a hand anymore.

		"Allow me, Princess," Zelda said and popped the seal on the cover. She moved it in front of Nyx and allowed her room to use her right hand to spoon the soup to her mouth.

		"Right," Nyx mumbled. She took the spoon and sampled the soup. She scowled but kept eating. "I'm lucky I'm starving," Nyx said. "I need to update your culinary routines."

		"I would like that. I insured that the soup is the optimal mixture of nutrients for your recovery and well being, Savior."

		Nyx grunted and continued to eat the wholesome, if bland, meal. Before she knew it she  tucked the spoon away and took the bowl from Zelda so she could drink what remained of the broth. She smacked her lips and smiled  as she handed it back to Zelda.

		"You're still the best, Z."

		"Thank you, Dearest."

		Nyx leaned back and rested. She felt better with the food in her belly. Warmer. And she was getting tired again. She tried to cross her arms across her belly and immediately regretted it. Not only did her arm hurt when it was touched, but there was barely enough of her arm to touch the side of her boob.

		She let the stump fall back to her side and she sighed. "I'm going to nap some more, Z. Bex is collecting some rocks. I'll look at them later. Go ahead and fix your leg as best you can. I'll finish it up when I'm done. There's no sense in both of us being gimps."

		"Sleep well, Love Bug," Zelda said and turned. She and her cane clunked their way out of the infirmary and left Nyx to herself.

		Nyx looked at her stump again and bit her lip. Tears filled her eyes again and ran down her cheeks. They didn't stop until her head was throbbing almost as bad as her arm and her eyelids grew heavy. She was disfigured, broke, and had nothing to show for it. Sure, she was trying to reclaim something from the disaster but the truth was, she was fucked. Her success had been snatched away from her.

		Nyx closed her eyes and kept them closed until the darkness took her away.

		

	
		Chapter 5

		Nyx sat on her favorite stool in engineering and leaned against the bench. It felt weird, leaning on one arm instead of two. Her stump was still wrapped in a bandage. Cracked bones and burned and frozen skin could be mended in days but her arm... that was something else. That took longer. She was convinced it would never heal, not fully.

		Zelda limped into the messy room with a plate of food in hand. "I hope you like this, Bonnie Lass."

		Nyx started. "Oh! Hi Z... yeah, good idea. I need to eat, right? Keep up my strength and recovery and all that shit."

		"Yes, you do if you are to make a proper recovery, Sweetness."

		Nyx lifted her stump. "A proper recovery? With this?"

		"It is probable, Enlightened One."

		Nyx rolled her eyes. "Put it on my bench and then plug yourself in over there."

		"Yes, Mistress," the android said.

		Nyx looked down at the plate with the faux Andruvien Cracked Shells meat on it and raised an eyebrow. She took a bite of the steaming synthetic shellfish meat and nodded. A little salty and a little buttery, without too much of either and no hint of the fishy taste wild Andruvien crabs had. "Not bad, Z. You're making good use of the culinary upgrade."

		"Thank you. I'm plugged in and synchronized, Master Chef."

		"I'm not sure I could boil water if I had to, Z," Nyx said. "Now sit there and look pretty, I'm going to fix your leg and update some code I've been working on."

		Zelda smiled and stared at the ceiling.

		Nyx tapped one handed on the interactive display in front of her. She cursed when she made a mistake and had to redo it. A few more mistakes along the way as she tried to compensate for being one-handed ended up with her slamming her fist down on the bench.

		Nyx glared at the screen and then squeezed her eyes shut. Tears slipped through and ran down her cheeks. She jerked her head up and took as deep a breath as she could. Even after five days of bed rest and treatment her ribs were still sore. At least her feet were better... mostly. She wore medical patches under bandages and then all of that under her slippers that Zelda had brought her while she slept.

		Nyx looked at Zelda, afraid the android had seen her loss of composure. She probably had, but she was still staring at the ceiling waiting for Nyx to do whatever it was she wanted to do. Nyx couldn't help anthropomorphizing the android. She'd shared so much with her. Told her things nobody else knew. Relied on her for more than just stimulation and entertaining, Zelda was her lifeline to sanity. She loved her ship, as broken and terrible as it was, but she could lose that. She could lose her arm too, apparently. But if she ever lost Z...

		Nyx shook her head and sighed. "What's wrong with me?" she muttered.

		"You are recovering from numerous injuries and, according the my limited datasets pertaining to human psychology, you are also suffering from a case of depression, Peaches."

		Nyx stiffened. Zelda continued to stare at the ceiling. "Depression? Yeah, you're probably right. It's not like this ship is costing me an arm and a leg or anything."

		The android continued to stare.

		"Come on, Z... my arm, your leg... and arm and a leg?"

		"Ah, a joke. Ha ha ha. That was a good one, Mistress."

		Nyx sighed. There were two things that just couldn't be coded for: Emotions and a sense of humor. She was one of the best human coders in the universe and even she could only manage simulated effects that ended up being horribly wrong sooner, rather than later.

		"Hey Z, If I'm making jokes doesn't that mean I'm not depressed?"

		"Often the opposite is the case, Princess."

		"Fuck," Nyx muttered. "Fine... just sit there and look beautiful, I'm going to take you to the next level."

		"Sitting as instructed, My Precious."

		Nyx pushed some of the odds and ends around on her bench until she found the cable she wanted. She studied the ends to make sure this was one of the good cables and not one with a bad terminal before plugging it into the rack under her display. She pulled the other end over and used a stubby fingernail to catch and pull up a flap of artificial skin above and to the right of the base of her skull. She inserted the cable and felt the click of it seating into her co-processor.

		Nyx hissed as the unfamiliar sensation of the translation and synchronization between her co-processor and the ship took place. It was over in less than a second but the majority of her mind, the juicy parts, were still reeling with the unsettling vertigo it caused.

		Nyx blinked a few times and took a breath to settle herself. She closed her eyes and forced herself to focus on the co-processor and used that interface instead of her hands— no, only one hand now— to execute the commands necessary. In seconds the updated dialogue program rushed down a similar cable to Zelda's biotech processor and rewrote that section of code.

		"Now it has to compile," Nyx said and reached for the cable attaching her to the ship. She hesitated and then pulled it out, ending the connection. Her brain stutter-stepped and then it was all hers again, without the looming presence of the Rebexa lurking like a dark shadow over her shoulder.

		Nyx turned and moved over to inspect Zelda's leg. She reached for it and hissed as her stump brushed the minimal swell of her breast. Nyx bit her lip and relaxed her left arm. She pulled and pushed the artificial skin on her android's leg to get a better feel for what needed fixing. She reached for a light and sighed as she dropped her stubby arm back to her side. She fetched it with her right hand instead and turned it on before sticking the slender tube in her mouth and using her teeth to aim it.

		With the improved light Nyx poked around and found the burr in the remanufactured connector that put Zelda's leg off by a few degrees. Nyx fumbled through releasing the locks with one hand and then trapped Zelda's ankle under her armpit and used her hand to twist the limb until it popped free.

		Nyx fell back, gasping and aching. She had Zelda's leg though, so that was something. She caught her breath and took the leg back to her desk. She had to wedge Zelda's foot between the thighs, her toes resting under Nyx's butt. "Almost reminds me of that time I had you play footsies with me. I never knew your toes could be so flexible."

		The recompiling android stared at the ceiling.

		Nyx slipped on a pair of safety glasses and then grabbed her grinder. She bit her lip and shifted Zelda's leg and her arm was braced and steady. Zelda's big toe slid between her cheeks and made her hiss.

		"Finally found a reason to wear clothes," she said and then shrugged. Her left arm flopped with the movement and made her wince. "Fuck it, too much work."

		She turned the grinder on and very carefully worked the burr out of the metal. She changed the head and ran it over the burr again, polishing and smoothing the ultra-light metal. When she finished she looked it over and then had to stand up in order to pick it up. She gasped as the android's toe slipped free.

		"Well well, does that make me a foot fetishist now?" she asked.

		"Why would you ask me that?"

		Nyx yelped and spun. The movement triggered all sorts of pains in her body and feet. "Z! You're back already."

		"It was small upgrade this time... efficiently optimized and increasing performance of my dialogue processing by seventy seven percent."

		"Oh... well that's good," Nyx said. "The foot thing, well, you almost put your toe up my butt."

		"I did? Oh my, I was unaware."

		"Well, technically I did," Nyx admitted. "I had to stabilize your leg so I could work on it and sitting on your foot seemed the best way to not damage the rest of your skin."

		"I see. Was it pleasurable?"

		"Pleasurable?"

		"Yes, did you enjoy it?"

		"Um, Z..."

		"If you did I will include that in my repertoire when you ask me to pleasure you," the android explained.

		"Your repertoire, eh?" Nyx repeated. She took her safety glasses of and held out the leg. "Here, go ahead and reattach this. I'll see about getting some skin grafts printed."

		"Thank you, Captain."

		Nyx handed her the limb and watched Zelda reattach it. "That's it, just Captain?"

		"Your update has made me more situationally and contextually aware so that I might provide the correct dialogue at all times," Zelda said while stretching her leg out and bending it at the knee a few times. She stood and took a few steps past Nyx and then turned to walk back to the adjustable chair. She sat back in it and smiled at Nyx. "Thank you, my leg is fully operational again."

		"Looks nasty though," Nyx said. She knew she should be ecstatic about the success of the refactoring but it was too soon. Too soon and, by all accounts, too successful.

		"I have no doubt that you will have me as beautiful as ever in no time."

		Nyx studied the softly smiling face of the android and returned the smile. "I'm sure you do, but thanks for trying to show your confidence in me."

		"I am confident in you, Nyx. It is a matter of probabilities of many factors. Based on those I am ninety nine point seven percent certain you will succeed at your task. I am also seventy four point two percent certain that I have more confidence in your abilities and potential than you do. Finally, I am ninety six point zero nine percent certain that you do not want to hear me share statistical probabilities with you, thus I find qualitative means of expressing my certainties."

		Nyx blinked a few times. "My update did all that?"

		Zelda smiled. "It was apparently very well written code."

		Nyx chuckled. "I guess it was," she said and moved to the small matter forge. She checked the lines leading to the storage bins, a lesson learned after a spill that dumped carbon all over the engineering bay. Once she was sure they were safe she pulled up the synthetic skin schematics and activated the forge. She watched the display and waited while it pulled in the raw materials, mixed and melded them into the complex molecules needed, and then assembled them according to the recipe.

		Five minutes later the forge cycled down. Nyx waited for the flap of synthetic skin to move out of the chamber on the belt that would deposit it in a currently empty tray. She grabbed it up before it could slide into the holding area. Nyx went back to Zelda and spread the strip of material across her leg and then tried to wrap it around. It slipped off and hit the floor.

		"Shit," Nyx mumbled. She knelt down and picked it up and stared at Zelda's leg. "I'm going to need some help, Z."

		"Of course."

		Nyx placed the skin on her leg again. Zelda reached down and held it in place, allowing Nyx to pull it around the leg and see where she needed to cut it at. Zelda's other hand pressed against it, holding it in place.

		"I've got it, sweetie."

		Nyx turned and found the tool she needed. She checked that it was charged and in working order before turning back to her android. Zelda repositioned her hands to give Nyx the access she needed. She ran the tool over the synthetic skin, lighting it up with a yellow glow that caused the material to morph and merge into the edges of the existing skin. She moved it around halfway and then had to stop and start from the other side since she couldn't switch hands. With that finished she did the top band of the artificial skin nearest Zelda's knee. The final step was switching the mode on the tool and cutting off the excess skin, then reverting to the earlier mode and joining the beginning and end of the flesh.

		"Good as new," Zelda said, a smile beaming on her face.

		"Oh Z... you make my heart do funny things sometimes," Nyx said.

		Zelda's head tilted a little. "You might be hungry... or maybe it's gas?"

		Nyx snorted and shook her head. "There's my girl."

		Zelda smiled at her. "I am your girl, Mistress."

		Nyx narrowed her eyes. "That's twice now you've used affectations. Was that contextually appropriate?"

		"I deemed it was. Was I wrong?"

		Nyx blushed and shrugged. "I'm not going to say you were."

		"Thank you. I am fully operational again. Better than before, thanks to your updates. What would like me to do now, Captain? Should I attempt to put my toe up your butt?"

		Nyx's jaw dropped. "Z!"

		"You never responded earlier to my query— my question about that particular activity."

		"Let's table that for now, okay? I'm, uh, not in the mood so much."

		"Of course, Captain. How may I assist you?"

		"Well, I've been going over this data I captured from the salvage while I powered it up. There's a signal in it I'm trying to isolate patterns out of. Something to convert into some known binary or trinary machine language. Would you mind making sure the rocks in the hold are secured and then scanning them to try and isolate the unknown trace elements?"

		"I would be happy to help."

		Nyx smiled and watched her android walk past her on her new leg. The floor was chilly but Zelda's synthetic skin wasn't bothered by it like Nyx's was. Nyx had slippers though, so she was fine even though she was dying to get rid of the bandages and stretch her toes out. She wanted to let them breathe. Sweaty, stinky feet were gross!

		"Captain, your sensor pods have detected a vessel arriving through the warp tunnel . They are not actively broadcasting a transponder signal.  Ship model appears to be based off a Voluminarian Soltan," the ship's computer announced.

		Nyx sat up on her stool. "Fuck me," she breathed. "Bex, distance?"

		"Four hundred seven thousand kilometers, Captain."

		Nyx swore again while her co-processor calculated times. "Forty five minutes...  shit. Have they found us yet?"

		"Not yet, Captain."

		Nyx nodded. Broadcasting a transponder signal was rare outside of approaching a space station or a defensive fleet. Transponders could still be read via active sensors, but that meant you were giving away your position to find out more about them. The Voluminar made good, solid ships. Not the fastest or most maneuverable, but they were hardy and their critical systems were well protected. And they were armed. Well armed.

		"Soltan... help me out, Bex, what is that?"

		"The Voluminarian Soltan is small capitol ship utilized by the Voluminar and others as an armed utility transport, Captain."

		"Yep, thought so," Nyx said.

		"Z! I need you."

		Zelda was at the door in under a minute. "Yes, Captain?"

		Nyx pointed at the sphere. "Stow that in the special hold," she said.

		"At once, Captain." Zelda said and scooped up the alien artifact.

		Nyx turned and left the engineering bay behind. She crossed the cargo hold and was panting by the time she reached the stairs up to the crew quarters. The other thing the Voluminar were known for was taking what they wanted, when they wanted it. In a system like Kektok, with no witnesses, Nyx had to do her absolute best to either stay hidden or look like she had nothing they wanted.

		She glanced around the aged inside of the cargo bay. "More like they'd make me pay them to take my ship."

		

	
		Chapter 6

		"Captain, the new ship has located our sensor pod with an active scan."

		"Fuck!" Nyx spat. She slid out of her chair and limped over to the pilot's station. "What are they doing, Bex?"

		"They are changing course and heading in our direction, Captain," the ship's computer said.

		"Okay, Bex, record message... ready?" Nyx asked.

		"Recording, Captain."

		Nyx took a deep breath to straighten her back puff her chest out a little so she looked more confident than she felt. "Hello, Voluminar vessel. I am Captain Nyx Bloom, of the human utility ship, Rebexa. We are operating under a license for mining and salvage operations in this sector. We respect your rights to those same processes and we will not interfere with operations you undertake without request. End recording."

		"Recording ended. Would you like me to send it, Captain?"

		"Please do," Nyx said.

		"Message sent to the sensor pod for relay to Voluminar ship, Captain."

		Nyx nodded and tried to relax in her chair. She sucked at her lip while she waited and then stiffened. "Bex, was that a visual recording?"

		"Yes, Captain. That is the default mode you established some time ago."

		Nyx winced. She didn't care that she'd just sent the Voluminar ship a topless message, she was worried that they'd see her missing arm and think her weak because of it. Weakness to a Voluminar signaled opportunity. "Damn. I should have thought about that. Too late now, I guess."

		The wait was over almost as quickly as it began thank to the quantum messaging that stepped outside of standard physics and allowed Nyx's recording to be broadcast from the sensor pod to the alien ship. The Rebexa's voice filled the air on the bridge, confirming Nyx's worst fears. "Energy weapons firing. Time to impact is seven seconds. Four Seconds. One second. Sensor Pod no longer functional."

		"Fuck! Guess I'll need to buy and update one of those," Nyx muttered. She reached for the manual controls and stopped. She only had one hand. Nyx stared at the stump on her left arm and fought back tears.

		"Captain, there is a high probability they are heading in our direction and actively searching for us."

		Nyx sucked in a sharp breath— too sharp— and nodded. She let it out until her ribs didn't ache and searched the system map at her station. "There! That warp tunnel to Corbundae. Let's go there. Bex, I have to come up with a new flight system for, um, my situation. Can you please plot the course and go. Max safe speed."

		"Calculating... plotted, Captain," the Rebexa replied without delay. "Given maintenance cycles and current condition, it will take approximately six hours to reach an optimal speed of fifty nine percent of the speed of light. Travel time to the Corbundae warp tunnel is ten hours, total. I will need to disable artificial gravity and enable inertial dampening to insure your survival."

		"I appreciate that," Nyx said.

		"Shall I execute your instructions, Captain?"

		"What? Yes! Execute. Punch it! Go!"

		The ship lurched and creaked as the thrusters fired. Nyx lurched up and only stopped when her thighs hit the bottom of the pilot's station. She grabbed on and pulled herself back into the chair. Her stomach rose in her throat and for a moment she forgot how to breathe.

		Nyx forced in a quick breath and then blew it out. "What's wrong with me?" she mumbled and then pushed herself up and around so she could float over to the captain's chair. She reached for it and cried out when only one arm grabbed it. Nyx swung around it, scraped her chest across the side, and then lost her grip and spun away to hit the floor and bounce up until she hit the wall.

		"Fuck," Nyx gasped. She clutched her chest and, after a long moment of panting and fighting off tears she picked her hand up and looked down at herself. Everything was where it was supposed to be although her boob had some red scratches. Her chest was hot but the rest of her body was getting cold fast on the metal deck. Her slippers had fallen off too.

		The ship's hull began to buzz under her. She heard the hum grow louder as the fusion reactor ramped up and then she lurched a little as the vents opened and the Rebexa began to surge forward faster and faster. Inertial damping corrected quickly and, other than the vibration in the hull, it was a smooth ride while the ship shot through space and slid around and between asteroids on its way to the warp tunnel.

		The bridge door opened and Zelda took a step in and then hurried over to Nyx. Each step sounded like a muffled thud from the magnetic coils that Nyx had built into her feet. "Nyx! Are you all right?"

		"Thought I tore my nipple off," Nyx muttered. She slowly reached an arm out. "Help me, Z."

		The android gently pulled her to her feet and moved her hands to Nyx's slender hips. She set her down on the floor and said, "Are you all right now? I can get a patch for your breast."

		Nyx sighed. "No, Z, I'm not all right. I keep forgetting about... this," Nyx waved her stump. "I know, I can get it fixed— and I will— but it's so hard doing anything right now. In zero-G, forget it!"

		Zelda nodded.

		Nyx stared at her and smiled. She shook her head and chased away the ache in her heart that made her want to hug her android and sob on her shoulder. They had work to do. Six hours until gravity and ten total until they were in another system.

		"Thanks, Z. I'll be all right. I'm just... wrecked. I need a break, you know?"

		"A break?" Zelda asked. "I'm sorry, I don't understand."

		Nyx smiled and gave in to her weakness. She kissed the android and melted into the artificial woman when she kissed her back. Nyx pulled her head back and sighed. Fresh tears blurred her vision. "Help me to my chair, Z."

		"Of course, sweetheart."

		Nyx bit to her lip to keep from letting out a sob.

		Zelda carried her over, guiding her with feather-light touches as she floated across the bridge and then into the captain's chair. Nyx pulled the strap from her left shoulder across to the lock at her right hip and then took the strap Zelda held out near her right shoulder and secured that to the magnetic clasp at her left hip.

		Zelda clinked across the bridge and returned, kneeling before Nyx and sliding her slippers back on the woman's feet. She looked up, smiled, and rose.

		Nyx looked up at into the android's beautiful face and smiled. "Z, are you still dead set against me trying to make you a real girl?"

		"I am happy to be upgraded in any way you want me with only the one exception," Zelda said. Her tone dropped and pitch changed just as it had before. "Artificial Intelligence is universally prohibited."

		Nyx swallowed and nodded. "Right, I know. I wouldn't do that, of course. That's, like, the only thing ever species in the galaxy agrees on."

		Zelda smiled at her again and remained silent.

		Nyx nodded. "Okay, later. First I need to figure out how we get out of here. Bex, I'm feeling lazy, can you transfer navigation to my station?"

		"All set, Captain."

		Nyx reached up and grabbed the grip on the captain's display. She tugged, rising up against her straps before the display pulled free of the safety catch and dropped down in front of her. The screen flickered to life and waited for her interaction.

		Nyx saw the arcing path of the Rebexa all the way to the warp tunnel that was their destination. She tapped on the natural phenomena and selected the Corbundae system from the context menu. She searched the map and read up on the public details and grunted.

		"Looks like Corbundae isn't much better than Kektok. Still, there's hope," she mused.

		"Hope, Captain?" Zelda asked.

		"Yeah, it's technically part of the Bregan Hegemony, but they have almost no presence her because there's nothing really worth it anymore. There are two stations of record. Both offer refueling and resupplying. The outer station was a gamble some group of companies went in on. They built it up to handle all the in-system mining and trading and support the crews coming through as well as the workers on the station and in-system, but it never really worked out. Now most of it's abandoned except for the bare minimum."

		"How does that give you hope?"

		"What? Oh, it means there will be other people here. Witnesses. If that ship follows us through the tunnel they won't risk coming after us. Looks like Corbundae might not have much, but it has lots of ice and methane. Not the most profitable for miners, but easy enough. There's a small rock near the sun that used to be rich in iron and nickel. Most of that's gone now. All that's left is too expensive to get out since it's so damn hot. Most of it's molten."

		"Ah, I see. It would be good to not be attacked."

		Nyx smirked. "You can say that— hey, what are you doing?"

		"I don't understand your question. I am standing here having a conversation with you."

		"Well, yeah, but... you've never done that before. Never initiated one, at least. You only do this if I ask you too or tested out your conversation algorithms."

		"This behavior must be part of my dialogue update you made. Don't you remember, Captain?"

		"Remember? I... hang on a minute," Nyx said. She closed her eyes and focused on the code she'd written with her co-processor. Her eyelids fluttered while she parsed through the lines of code and traced out the different paths. She blinked them open after several minutes and found Zelda staring at her, a patient smile on her face.

		"Did you find what you were looking for?"

		"Okay, yeah, I'd forgotten I made some of these changes."

		"You forgot them?"

		"No, I made them, I remember now, but I'd forgot that I made them. I've been working on this a while and I didn't mean to include it in the update, but the code didn't compile and I was so loopy and out of it the past week that I just worked through the bugs and found ways to fix them I hadn't thought of before. It built and I forgot about it. Now we're here."

		"Yes, we are," Zelda said. "Here is good?"

		Nyx chuckled. "Very good. Except the more adaptive and responsive you get, the harder it is for me to remember you're not real and that I can't fall in love with a robot."

		"I am dedicated to you and no other, Nyx."

		Nyx sighed. "That's not making this easier on me."

		"I'm not sure what to do, Captain."

		"Me neither, Z, me neither."

		"Captain, we've just been scanned," the Rebexa announced.

		Nyx tapped her display and restored the current system. A red arc showed possible trajectories of the ship that was chasing them. Her eyes narrowed as the data ran through her co-processor. "Bex, what's your visual passive scanning range in this rock field?"

		"Three hundred thousand miles with a sixty seven percent probability of correctly identifying the vessel from the environment."

		"It makes me hot when you talk statistics to me," Nyx said.

		Zelda fixed a tilted head gaze on Nyx. "It does?"

		"No," Nyx said. "I'm trying to stay upbeat."

		Zelda nodded and smiled.

		"Okay, so that's...  good. They can't catch us, even if they had the hottest drive in the galaxy," Nyx calculated. "Unless we break down, that is... shit, why'd I say that? Bex, perform diagnostics!"

		"Diagnostics processing... fusion drive and inertial damping systems unable to fully test while in use. Would you like me to stop them, Captain?"

		"Fuck no!" Nyx yelped. "Just give me what you've got."

		"All critical systems within tolerances, Captain."

		Nyx sighed and slumped back into her seat.

		"Can I do anything for you, Sweetie?" Zelda asked.

		Nyx pulled herself out of her stupor. She'd slept more in the past five days than she'd slept in a month, yet she was tired again. A nap while being chased was hardly in her best interests. She needed to stay busy. "Z, let's go see about another upgrade."

		"Of course, Captain. Do you require assistance?

		Nyx sighed and pushed the display back up until it locked into place. She reached for the releases on her safety straps next and said, "Stay close, I might. Come on, I want to see about trying some basic preventative maintenance routines on you. The ship's falling behind and I need to try and salvage something from that, um, salvage. If I don't I'll end up mining ice and methane to try and make ends meet."

		"I would be delighted to help you, Captain."

		"Here's your chance to prove it," Nyx challenged her.

		

	
		Chapter 7

		"Captain, we are approaching the Corbundae warp tunnel. Estimated Time of Arrival is eleven minutes."

		Nyx grunted and leaned back. She tried to rub her eyes but was only half successful. She moved her hand across to get her left eye too and sighed. Could she rub her eyes with a prosthetic arm? More likely she'd poke a hole in her head and then she'd be out an eye too.

		"There are no defenses, customs, or other ships waiting. Shall I proceed into the tunnel?" the ship's computer asked when she didn't respond.

		"What? Oh, yeah. I'm on my way to the bridge," Nyx grumbled.

		Nyx unwrapped her legs from her stool and pushed herself away from the bench. She caught herself at the doorway to the hold and pulled herself through. Zelda had already finished adjusting the ventilator fans in the hold and was now giving the crane motor and arm a diagnostic and optimizing the magnetic fields to keep it in good shape. It was old and it needed a tune up after every use and pulling in all the smaller asteroid fragments had been a lot of use even if most of them weren't very big.

		"Hello, Captain," Zelda called as Nyx pushed off the wall and drifted through the air across the hold.

		"Hey Z. Good job on those fans and collecting samples from the rocks. I think I've isolated two of the elements already."

		Nyx caught the railing of the stairwell with her arm and managed to plant her feet to keep from crashing into it. She smiled and pulled herself to the door. Maybe she was getting the hang of this. Being crippled was a pain in the ass, but she's overcome—

		Who was she kidding? She thought growing up and being a too-smart and too-skinny techie at Grover station in the Sirius system was bad. All the practical jokes her friends pulled on her because she didn't pay attention to the things that mattered to them. The teasing and the time Magda asked her out on a date and for her to show up all dressed up in her best outfit, only to find the rest of her classmates already there with each other laughing at her. Magda was in Steffan's arms too, of course.

		She'd relive that horrible memory a thousand times over rather than lose her arm though. She'd given up on ever trying to be trendy or stylish. That evolved over the years so she wore less and less until there was nothing left to take off or worry about being made fun of. It was so much easier too. Need to jump in a suit? No bulky clothes in the way. Need to clean up? Nothing to take off or have to launder. No worries about fashion or making sure her clothes fit right or things wearing out.

		Nyx opened the bridge door and focused on making it to her captain's chair instead of searching for the warp tunnel. She fumbled a bit with the belt above her right shoulder until she was able to locate it. Restrained properly she looked out the windows of the bridge and found the odd arrangement of rocks.

		"Bex, proceed through the tunnel at present speed."

		"Confirmed, Captain. Proceeding."

		Nyx watched the asteroids steadily grow larger. The interaction of solar winds, gravity, and magnetosphere caused every solar system in the galaxy to collect a massive outer ring of asteroids called the Oort cloud. Or that's what humans called it, other races had different names. Better names, in some cases.

		The pull of other nearby solar systems interacted with this already turbulent area and installed localized areas of stability. They were wormholes, of a sort. Not some unstable death of life passage to nowhere, but tunnels between solar systems. Each solar system had at least one warp tunnel to the other nearby solar systems... even though nearby might be a relative term since they could range from one to fifteen light years away.

		Light escaped these tunnels but there was still some intense gravity to them. Once a ship passed the tunnels event horizon there was no going back, only going through. Nyx didn't understand the physics of it— almost no one did— but she didn't need to. Humans had found the first one in Sol system almost eight hundred years ago, back in the twenty fourth century. It took them a couple hundred more years to find their first alien species, the Bregans. It turned out humanity wasn't the last ones to the interstellar game, but they were far from the first too.

		"Entering warp tunnel gravity well," the ship announced.

		Nyx gripped the arm of her chair. She'd jumped countless systems in the Rebexa but every time she still felt the same flutter in her belly. The same tightness in her chest. Was this going to be the time something bad happened? The earliest human ships that went into a warp tunnel were torn apart. They'd mastered artificial gravity and the protective shielding necessary to transit a warp tunnel eventually and nobody in a functioning spaceship had been hurt in a warp tunnel for centuries.

		It wasn't the tunnel that scared her though, it was the Rebexa. What if her ship suffered a failure? What if—

		"Passing event horizon, transiting tunnel in ten seconds. Seven. Five. Three. One."

		There was a flash of light and color and images. Ships... more ships than Nyx could count. More than she could remember. The vision was gone as fast as it came. She hadn't seen a prophecy of the future, she'd seen a snapshot of the past. Images of all the ships that had gone through that tunnel were trapped inside. Now the Rebexa was one more image among thousands of others. Tens of thousands? Hundreds?

		"Exiting gravity well in six seconds. Three. One. We have entered the Carbondae system, Captain. Relative speed is eighty thousand meters per second."

		Nyx gasped in a breath and said, "Thanks, Bex, you're a doll."

		"I'm a ship, Captain."

		Nyx grinned and pulled down the display. She watched as the local system data updated to show the forecasted position of broadcasting ships, stations, and the known position of planets, stars, and other permanent fixtures in the system. There wasn't much activity, but there was enough.

		"We made it!" Nyx cried. "Good job, Bex!"

		"Thank you, Captain," the ship responded. "Where should I set a course for?"

		Nyx tilted her head. "Good question," she admitted. "I was so worried about getting away from that ship I didn't have a plan beyond that. For now go ahead and scan asteroids for anything we might need or want. Combine my list of valuable ores with our ship stores."

		"Beginning search pattern, Captain."

		"Bex, turn gravity back on too, please. Fifty percent standard," Nyx said.

		Nyx heard the ship groan as she was pressed down into her seat. She pushed the display up and out of her way and then unbuckled her restraints and hopped up. She sighed and started walking off the bridge before she stopped and said, "Bex, let me know if that Voluminar ship comes through."

		"Would you like to drop a sensor pod?"

		"No, use active scans. We've got enough head start I'm not too worried."

		"Executing periodic scans, Captain."

		Nyx nodded and turned. The main drive was offline and it was time for some long overdue maintenance on her baby. Even if her baby, the Rebexa, was almost ten times as old as she was. Then she could get back to the trace minerals and maybe even seeing if there were some other tweaks she could add to Zelda's code.

		The work never ended, but Nyx moved with a spring in her step that was more than just half gravity. She had work to do, some of it she truly enjoyed, and that kept her from thinking about how the only reason her credit accounts were still open was because she had markers waiting to suck out their past due amounts as soon as she put it in.

		

	
		Chapter 8

		Nyx's algorithm crashed, jerking her focus away from the engineering terminal that was working on the fourth unknown element found on the asteroids. "Damn it, that's been running for more than a day!"

		"Captain, is something wrong?" Zelda asked from where she was cleaning the small matter forge.

		"No, sorry Z, I'm talking to myself again. I probably shouldn't do that so much."

		"You could talk to me instead if you like."

		Nyx smiled. "I guess I could, couldn't I? You're getting pretty good at this talking stuff."

		"Thank you, Captain."

		"So I wrote some code to dig through what I recorded off the alien device before it went boom," Nyx said. "It's been running great for over a day and then it just crashed."

		"I'm sorry."

		"Yeah, me too," Nyx said. "A hard crash like that shakes me up, you know?"

		"I don't know."

		Nyx chuckled. "I guess you wouldn't. It's hard to describe. It pretty much resets my co-processor. I saved the data separately so I didn't lose it, but I'll need to start from scratch on it now and put some extra work in to find where it crashed if I'm going to fix it."

		"I'm sure you'll be successful."

		Nyx smiled. "Thanks, Z."

		"You're welcome, Nyx."

		Nyx had a smile on her face while her pupils widened and her focus turned inward. She worked through her code, updating, enhancing, and saving the data frequently before testing it and then launching it to run.

		Nyx yawned and heard the door to the engineering bay open. She turned and saw Zelda walk in with a tray. On the tray was a plate with a chunk of cooked meat, some noodles in buttery sauce, and a cup. The smell chased her yawn away and made her stomach rumble in appreciation.

		"Z! I didn't tell you to make...what time is it? Dinner!"

		"You've been working for five hours, Nyx. You've skipped two meals today. You should eat to continue recovering fully... I estimated you would appreciate this gesture, did I err?"

		"No, you did not err, you wonderful... thing," Nyx said. Zelda was a thing, not a thinking, feeling, being. She acted based on formulae and algorithms and weighted probability lists that would deliver the output she understood she was supposed to achieve. That it looked like genuine affection was what Nyx had always strove for... but now it confused her. Wanting an android girlfriend and being teased with the impossibility of actually having one were two very different things.

		She cleaned off a spot on the bench and gestured for Zelda to put the tray down. She cut off a piece of the steak and tried it, moaning around the mouthful. "Amazing," she mumbled and then swallowed. "This is really good! I could never get the organic matter forge to whip up anything like this."

		"The forge assembled the ingredients, I had to season and prepare them then."

		"You... cooked?"

		Zelda smiled. "Yes."

		"Buying you may be the best thing I ever did," Nyx said and took another bite.

		Zelda smiled. "Thank you."

		"No, thank you," Nyx said and devoured the rest of the meal. She turned her attention back to her work and jerked forward.

		Nyx half caught herself with her right arm. She slid off her stool and bumped the tray, scooting it and causing it to bounce and flip off the counter. It hit the floor and splattered what was left of the sauces on the floor while the plate, utensils, empty cup, and tray came to a rest.

		"Captain! Are you all right?"

		Nyx groaned and shook her head. "Fucking code crashed again... that was bad," she complained and blinked her eyes several times to make the spots in her vision go away.

		"Perhaps you should rest?"

		Nyx ignored her and returned to her stool. "Clean that up, Z."

		"At once," Zelda said and scooped up everything that had fallen. She hurried out and returned shortly to clean up the spills.

		Nyx ignored her, she was already sorting through the logging and captured data from her latest attempt. After several minutes she had an idea of what happened but the data didn't show anything triggering a fault in the code.

		"It wasn't the algorithm, it was my co-processor," Nyx realized. "Something is filling a buffer and crashing it? Well, that should be fixable. I can increase the buffer and— no, the signal isn't even halfway finished. Okay then... contain the error and preventing it from triggering a reset then."

		"That sounds like a solid plan."

		Nyx turned and looked at Zelda. She nodded. "I hate updating that firmware. I can't do it while I'm awake and if something goes wrong, I've lost all that time... or worse. It might mess me up."

		"I believe in you, dearest."

		Nyx smiled. "You would, wouldn't you? All right, let me make the changes and then hop in the chair..."

		Nyx reviewed the copy of her current firmware that controlled her co-processor and went through it slowly as she made changes. She put it through an emulator to run some tests and verified it should work without any problems. Well, no problems other than working around some safeguards put in place to prevent her implant from being damaged by malignant code. After running it multiple times she hadn't found any damaging code or effects though. It was safe.

		Nyx moved from her stool to the chair. She settled into it and reached back to expose the port on the back of her head. The sensor in the chair detected her and the cable extended and inserted into the back of her skull.

		"Nuh," Nyx grunted as her co-processor integrated with the update system. She took a few breaths before saying, "Okay, that wasn't so bad this time. Uploading new firmware model," she shared with her mechanical bestie. "All right, Z, if the upload and startup process completes and I don't wake up, revert to the old version, all right?"

		"Yes, Captain."

		"If I don't wake up after that..."

		"What do I do then?" Zelda asked when Nyx trailed off.

		Nyx offered a thin smile. "It means I won't be waking up."

		"I understand," the android said. "I believe you will be successful."

		"Me too or I wouldn't try it. All right, this is going to suck. I'll see you on the other side, Z," Nyx said and sent the command to begin the update.

		"Other side of what?"

		

	
		Chapter 9

		"Nyx? Are you all right?"

		Nyx blinked her eyes open and then stretched them wide to help clear them. "Ung," she grunted. "I've only done that once before. Scares me... am I good?"

		"You're revisions are in place. How do you feel?" Zelda asked.

		Nyx focused her thoughts inward and accessed her co-processor. It was ready and waiting for her input, fresh as the day she'd had it installed. "Seems all right," she said. "I mean, I'm all right."

		"Good."

		"Thanks for watching over me, Z."

		"I performed as instructed, Captain."

		"Yeah... I guess you did," Nyx sighed. She shook her head and climbed up and out of the chair. All the emulated empathy and sensitivity in the universe wouldn't make Zelda's feelings real. Or, for that matter, even give her feelings in the first place. "All right, let's try this algorithm one more time."

		"Would you like me to attempt more preventative maintenance actions, Captain?"

		"I would," Nyx said after monitoring the progress of her latest attempt to analyze the recording from the alien wreckage for a few seconds. "I can't believe I never had you do this before."

		"I was limited before. You have enabled me to serve you better."

		"Geez, that kind of makes me feel guilty, like you're my slave or something."

		"I am your property," Zelda pointed out. "I exist to serve your desires."

		"Keep talking like that and you're going to give me some desires all right."

		"Would you like me to pleasure you now?"

		Nyx laughed. "No. Well, maybe, but no. I have work to do and the ship needs more work done on it. Some cleaning too, I think... I know you know how to handle cleaning after the mess I made on the floor earlier."

		Zelda's head tilted as she processed what Nyx said. "Is cleaning a higher priority than maintenance?"

		"Higher? No, probably not. I already took care of the fusion reactor and power core. How about you make sure the thrusters are good and then life support. After that focus on cleaning," Nyx said.

		"Yes, Captain," Zelda said and turned away.

		Nyx watched her leave the engineering bay and sighed as her eyes watched the android's slender legs join her firm bottom. "I thought nudists weren't supposed to get turned on by other naked people?" she grumbled. She shook her head. "Back to work. I've got new elements but I don't know what good they are yet. Why were they part of those alloys?"

		Nyx sat down on her stool again and brought her terminal back to life. She smiled and said, "Oh, and then there's that matter of me still talking to myself too much."

		She wrote out the different structures of the metal alloys and  looked back and forth between them. Her co-processor was busy so she typed up a new routine to compare the alloys against each other and then another one to gather the possible properties of the elements. She barely had enough of any of them to do anything with so she wanted any tests she ran to not waste them. She still had the sphere stashed away too, but she wouldn't resort to tearing into that until there was nothing else left for her to work with.

		Nyx sat back after finishing her latest adjustment to the property analysis program. She watched them run for a moment and then sighed. She couldn’t do anymore until they finished. She rolled her head, stretching out her neck and then asked, "Bex, any sign of that ship that was coming for us?"

		"Negative, Captain. No vessels have arrived from the Kektok system."

		Nyx nodded. "How long has it been?"

		"Thirty one hours, twelve—"

		"That's good, thank you," Nyx interrupted.

		She sighed. "Well, I'm down a sensor pod. Do I build another one or... Okay, yeah, shower first. Sponge baths aren't cutting it."

		She rose from her stool and made it to the door the matter forge caught her eye. She looked at it and hesitated. "Fuck," she mumbled and walked over to it. "I can get it started, at least."

		A few minutes later the schematics were selected for the components of the sensor pod and it began to hum and assemble the raw materials into the parts Nyx would need to build the pod. She nodded and turned before another idea could distract her.

		Nyx walked through the ship to her cabin without any sign of Zelda. She barely noticed, she was already fantasizing ways to turn her discovery into amazing profits that would see the Rebexa refurbished and all of her planned upgrades finally a reality. She'd been fantasizing about motion responsive controls, holographic interfaces, heated floors and walls, and a pair of Zendari Variable Matter Reactors so she could use one for thrust and the other as a backup power core. Replacing her crane and overhauling the Rebexa's superstructure and hull would be nice too. Maybe a miniature particle collider to allow her to create the raw materials she needed to.

		Nyx stepped out of her slippers and pulled at the medicated wraps. The micro needles that delivered the medicine made the wraps peel away slowly. It tickled her feet and she shivered as a giggle slipped through her lips. Her feet looked good now. Pastier and a little wrinkled from being contained in bandages, but a little time spent with a laser exfoliater would have them back in shape.

		She tossed the bandages in the recycler and then looked at her left arm. She took a deep breath, held it and tightened her stomach. She reached across and carefully pulled at the bandage, pulling the micro needles out of her skin slowly and wincing as she felt how tender the stump was. She stopped and shook her head. She couldn't do it... not yet. She patted the bandages back down and barely felt the needles tickling her skin as they sank back in.

		She stepped into her shower vowing to try and keep her arm as dry as possible. The warm water hit her and made her gasp. For a moment she was afraid to breathe. Water always did that to her for some reason. It made her feel like she was floating in space without a suit, even though the effects were quite the opposite. In either case, breathing was unlikely.

		She lifted her arms to cup her hands around her nose and mouth in her typical shower ritual. The break in water would let her breathe and then she could move her hands away. This time it didn't help... there was only one hand blocking the water.

		She stepped out of the flow to the corner of the shower and gasped. "Fuck," she panted while the water drizzled down on her shoulder and back. It had been a week now, how long would it take until she stopped thinking she had two arms? She'd just gotten her arm wet too. Not drenched but water was running down over her bandage and dripping off.

		Nyx hurried in the shower as fast as she could. One arm to wash her hair and body took a lot longer than two though, especially when the second was held up and away to keep as much water off as possible. Thankfully she'd saved up her money years ago and visited a genedoc to get her body hair turned off and tweaked the genes to insure her sweat glands weren't the smelly kind. Showering with the proper tools was—

		Nyx grinned. Zelda could probably help her out just fine. The shower wasn't really big enough for two people, but she could fix that.

		Smiling at the new fantasies she was triggering, Nyx shut the shower off and let the heated air dry her. It took several minutes and she was getting hot by the time it finished drying her bandage properly. Another upgrade, maybe? Install a ultra-low intensity shower-sized kinetic field dry her off. Yes, that could be a very handy tool.

		Nyx's eyes widened. Was anybody doing that? Maybe she could invent it and sell it... boom, instant money-maker!

		Her grin was back as she stepped into her slippers. She went to her desk and sat down in the chair so she could work on the terminal in her cabin. She dove right in, using existing technology and working to apply theoretical updates to make her idea a reality. A reality on the screen, at least.

		She made a few adjustments and studied the design. It made sense. There was some potential issues with the fine tuned control needed to generated a tightly shaped field at the right intensity level to make her a idea a reality, but it was technology. There was always a way. She just—

		"Oh!" Nyx gasped out loud. Her hand went to the back of her head and stopped. Her arm dropped to her side and her chin to her chest. Nyx's entire body slumped in her chair.

		

	
		Chapter 10

		Nyx gasped and surged back to consciousness. She panted and grabbed her desk to steady herself. The design of her field dryer was still on her display. She looked around, sucking in air with each breath and managing to slow the frantic hammering in her chest.

		"What the fuck was that?" Nyx asked.

		She reached up again, the memory of heat in her head making her check to make sure she was okay. She pushed through her hair and brushed her hand over her scalp. Both the real skin and artificial skin felt normal. She was fine.

		"What happened then?" Nyx mumbled. She focused on her co-processor and chuckled. "So you finished, did you? Was that normal or did you crash aga— no, you're done. Huh."

		Nyx fell silent while she reviewed the results of her analysis. She was still reviewing it when her cabin door opened and Zelda stepped in. "Hello, Captain, I've finished cleaning."

		Nyx started in her seat. She cried out and then laughed while putting her hand to her chest. "You startled me, Z!"

		"I'm sorry, Captain. Should I leave?"

		"What? No... I was just... I finished analyzing the data, Z! Can you believe it?"

		Zelda smiled. "I do believe it."

		"I've been trying to figure it out ever since. It's been... holy shit, Z! Almost seven hours. How could I sit there for seven hours and not realize it?"

		Zelda tilted her head. "I don't know. If you were comfortable perhaps it captivated your attention?"

		Nyx nodded. "Yeah... maybe. I really need to pee though."

		"Then you should pee."

		Nyx smirked. "Yes, I should. Excuse me," she said and stepped into the small closet that contained her cabin's restroom. She relieved herself and cleaned up, her body on autopilot while she reviewed the notes she'd been making in her data stores on the analysis. She walked back to her seat and only stopped when she realized Zelda was still standing there.

		"Oh! I almost did it again," Nyx gasped. "What's wrong with me?"

		"I don't know. What did you almost do again?"

		"Sit down and lose another seven hours," Nyx said. She shook her head. "Phew, this is... I don't even know. Amazing? Shocking? Confusing?"

		"What is?"

		"The data. It is a signal... not one meant for me, I don't think, but I'm finding a lot of repeating sequences. Pattern recognition is pulling a lot of it together, but I don't have any way to understand what it means," Nyx said. She shook her head again and sighed. She got lost in her thoughts for a time again. Real thoughts this time, not her studying the results of the data analysis.

		"Captain, I finished cleaning. Would you like me to make a meal for you? Normally you are asleep at this time but you seem to have no indication of retiring."

		"What? No, I'm not tired. I feel pretty good, actually. My head, I mean. My feet too, thank you for that."

		"You are welcome."

		"The rest is getting better too... except... you know," Nyx said and waved her stump in the air.

		"You will find a way to overcome that too," Zelda said.

		Nyx nodded and saw her screen in front of her. "Yeah, I will. Hey, Z, I've been working on some ideas for a few things. Some upgrades I'd like to make and, maybe, if they work out see if I can sell."

		"Good idea, Nyx. Will that solve your financial problems?"

		Nyx chuckled. "That's the hope. I was wondering if you could help me?"

		"I would be happy to help."

		"Happy?"

		Zelda smiled. "Knowing I am assisting you in a way you accept is my priority. Meeting my priorities is a state that seems synonymous with happiness; therefore, that makes me happy."

		"That's a mouthful, Z," Nyx said and chuckled. "I wasn't sure if you'd be capable but... maybe... Okay, I could see a few updates might be needed too. So what I'd need is for you to acquire additional knowledge— data, if you will— and be able to apply it towards tasks I assign."

		Zelda stared at her for several seconds before she said, "I'm sorry, Captain, I don't know what data you need me to acquire. I also am forbidden from amassing extra data by my core programming."

		Nyx snorted. "That's dumb, why would they do that?"

		"It falls under the forbidden portions of my operating system. I have no access to it."

		"Huh, that's odd," Nyx said. She twisted her lips as she speculated. "I wonder if it's something to do with the fear of artificial intelligence."

		"Experimentation with artificial intelligence is forbidden, Owner Nyx Bloom."

		Nyx snorted as she heard her android's sterile voice. "Well, there are exceptions to every rule. Besides, I don't want to make you— to do that— I need you to be able to help me."

		"I will require updates to assist you."

		Nyx grinned. "All right, let's get to it then."

		Zelda stepped out of the room and waited for Nyx to lead her through the ship to the cargo hold. They stopped in the air lock and waited while the Rebexa's crane pulled in a chunk of dirty ice into the hold. The crane moved it over to the ore reclamation bin and dropped it in. The bin's lid sealed while the crane returned to its resting position. The cargo bay doors shut while the bin proceeded to process the contents and redirect the melted water to the ship's holding tanks for use as needed. The unneeded intergalactic sediment in the water was dumped back into space as dust.

		"Bex, how are our stores?" Nyx asked while they waited for the process to complete and the cargo hold to fill with air again.

		"All water and non-organic levels are above safety stock levels, Captain."

		"And the organic stores?"

		"Below restock levels but above the critical level you established for your notification, Captain."

		Nyx grunted. "Okay... I hate to restock organics in this system, they'll gouge us. But I don't dare go to a human system. Bex, what are my options for a one system jump?"

		"Three Bregan systems, two Voluminar, one Likchan, and one neutral system, Captain."

		"Two jumps to human space, right?"

		"That is correct, Captain."

		Nyx nodded.

		"Galapos is the neutral system, right?"

		"Correct again, Captain."

		"Set a course for Galapos warp tunnel, Bex."

		"Plotting course, Captain... ETA is seven days, three—"

		"Over seven days, got it," Nyx said. "Thank you, Bex."

		The light flashed green above the airlock door.

		Nyx turned to Zelda. "Time for you go to school, Z."

		"I look forward to being the teacher's pet."

		

	
		Chapter 11

		Nyx watched while Zelda followed the steps Nyx had given her with the precision of a machine. After a few minutes her attention drifted and she found herself trying once again to make sense of the data she'd analyzed.

		"Sensor pod completed, Captain. Diagnostics show it is fully functional."

		Nyx jerked on her stool. She shook her head and blushed. Three more hours lost with nothing to show for it. She hopped off the stool and walked over to study the sensor pod. She picked up a scanner and linked it to the sensor pods system. A quick run through confirmed Zelda's statement.

		Nyx grinned. "Good job!"

		"Thank you. Would you like me to work on something else now?"

		"Oh baby, would I ever," Nyx teased. Her grin faded when she realized there was no point to teasing an android. "Do you think you could learn to do more than just assemble an existing schematic?"

		Zelda's head tilted and she asked, "What do you mean, 'do more?'"

		"To start, let's work on a dynamic kinetic shield," Nyx said. "With the proper schematics and knowledge, do you think you could work with me to modulate the intensity of the field to something so low it would push water off my skin but leave me unharmed?"

		"I don't know, Captain."

		Nyx frowned. "You don't know if you could attempt that?"

		"I don't  know if such a thing can be done without having the data necessary to calculate the possibility."

		Her frown turned to a grin. "Get to it then, hop up in that chair and download whatever schematics you need from the ship's system."

		"The Rebexa's data catalog does not contain theoretical models on kinetic shielding, only schematics for the equipment on board."

		"I know," Nyx said. "That's where the science comes in."

		"Science?"

		"Yes, we experiment and try to figure it out," Nyx said.

		"I understand. I don't know if it will possible for me, but I will be happy to try it for you," Zelda said and walked past Nyx to the chair. She sat down in it and plugged the terminal into the port in her head.

		Nyx watched the android sit perfectly motionless in the chair. Her autonomous systems that Nyx had put in place to provide micro movements of her body and the rise and fall of her chest were stilled. Nyx shuddered at the thought of her robotic companion looking very much like a dead woman. Indistinguishable, in fact, so long as she didn't try to cut the woman to find that she didn't bleed and the parts beneath her skin were much different than hers.

		Zelda opened her eyes and sat up. "Processing new data," she said in a flat voice. She perked up a moment later and smiled. "There are pathways allowing me to apply a range of variables to a task for the sake of attempting optimizations, improvements, or attempting to discover a new way to achieve something."

		"Guilty," Nix admitted with a grin. "That was part of your last update."

		"Thank you, Captain."

		"Anything for my favorite synthetic lady."

		Zelda smiled and rose to her feet. "Would you like to get started now or have a meal?"

		Nyx scowled. "Is it time to eat again?"

		"Your core temperature is dropping and it has been several hours since you last ate."

		Nyx sighed. "Fine, but make it quick," Nyx said.

		"Of course," Zelda said and walked out of the engineering bay and trotted across the cargo bay to reduce her time spent away.

		Nyx chuckled and turned back to her terminal. She tapped the screen to wake the display up. She needed that if they were going to—

		"I forgot about this!" she gasped and sat on her stool and studied the results of her comparisons.

		Zelda found her still studying it fifteen minutes later with a plate holding a sandwich. Her other hand held a cup of water. She placed them on the table in front of Nyx and looked at the display.

		"Oh, thanks, Z. These elements... what do you think?"

		"I don’t know," Zelda said. "I need a frame of reference for comparison or I will accept them exactly as they are and provide no value to you."

		Nyx wrinkled her nose. "Need to make you a little more adaptive still," she mumbled. She picked up the sandwich and shoved it in her mouth and took a bite. Rich flavors filled her senses and she stopped and looked at the sandwich and then at Zelda.

		"Wum iz mis?" she mumbled around the mouthful.

		Zelda tilted her head. "I'm sorry, I did not understand you."

		Nyx chewed some more of the delicious sandwich and swallowed. She washed it down with some water and tried again. "What is this?"

		"A bacon, lettuce, and avocado sandwich. Do you like it?"

		"Oh my— fuck! Yes! I love it," Nyx said and continued to devour the sandwich. She licked her fingers clean and then drank her water before looking at Zelda and shaking her head. "You amaze me, Z! Where did you come up with that?"

		"It was quick, provided a good mix of nutrients, and had several flavor profiles that you have shown a preference for in the past," Zelda said.

		"Keep that one on the menu, please."

		"I've marked it as a favorite."

		Nyx turned back to the terminal. "Okay, so these are some pretty impressive alloys. Temperature resistant which explains why I had such a hard time cutting through them. Energy resistant, really, but whatever. I think it's because one of these elements is super-conductive. Another is an insulator, so do they offset each other? I need to take more scans because this doesn't make sense."

		"What doesn't make sense, Nyx?"

		"How did it, you know, blow up? If it's resistant to energy and tolerant of temperature extremes, how did it go boom? I fed in a low power to the... well, whatever this is here," she pointed to the alloy scan of the crystalline tube. "That's almost pure superconductive and crystalline. It took the power I gave it and amplified it by like, a bajillion percent."

		"A bajillion?"

		"A lot, I didn't have a chance to take another scan," Nyx said. "It was enough to overload the entire fucking thing and blow it up."

		"Without testing we do not know the temperatures at which the samples change states," Zelda pointed out.

		"Yeah, well, I really don't want to see what it takes to blow it up again," Nyx said. "Or why it was so... wait..."

		"Waiting," Zelda said with the patience of an ageless machine.

		Nyx pulled up one of the scarcest element they'd found on the asteroids. It showed up in her scans too, but as a part of the alloy it was less than five percent. She noted those data points while she expanded it and studied the atomic bonds that made it up. There was something there, she was sure, but physics, especially at the atomic level, were not her thing. Quantum physics made her head spin.

		Nyx sat back and sighed. "I give up for now. I'm not smart enough to know what I'm looking at."

		"Do you need to go to school, Nyx?"

		Nyx turned to Zelda, her eyebrows scrunched in confusion.

		"You told me it was time for me to go to school before you upgraded me," Zelda explained.

		Nyx chuckled. "Oh, I get it. I would need to learn that, but it's not as simple for me. I can't just upgrade myself."

		"You use skill chips to assist you," Zelda said.

		Nyx pursed her lips. "That's true. Never for pure knowledge, but it might work. I'll keep that in mind when we stop at a station. Except I won't be able to afford much unless we figure out some of my ideas with the kinetic field."

		Zelda remained silent while Nyx saved the results of her analysis and opened up a new session to start drawing up what she'd been daydreaming about in the shower. If they could manage that there was no telling what other applications they could apply it to. Some work had been put into using kinetic shields as invisible walls or force fields, but the shape and intensity had proven too difficult to master. Maybe her fantasy would be the same... or maybe it would open up the impossible.

		

	
		Chapter 12

		Nyx was flying. It felt nice, being weightless and warm and floating through the air and—

		No, she was falling. What— why—

		"Nyx!"

		She gasped and struggled, her stump slapping against the firm flesh that held her and igniting a pain that chased the sleep and confusion away. Zelda held her in her arms. They were moving even, rising up and straightening.

		"You were leaning on the bench and you fell asleep. You slid off your stool and the counter but I caught you," Zelda said when Nyx was on her feet and facing her.

		"Oh... I didn't... I guess I was tired."

		"You are tired," Zelda correct. "We've been working for over twelve hours and you refused another meal."

		Nyx checked her co-processor and sighed. "I didn't know it had been so long, but I remember the meal. Maybe you could make me another of those sandwiches?"

		"I would be happy to, but you should rest first," Zelda said.

		Nyx frowned. Her heart was racing but she felt fine. "I'm good now, Z."

		"Your response time is delayed, your pupils are dilated, and your body is struggling to rejuvenate itself. As an organic your body is not designed to operate efficiently for long periods with preventative maintenance."

		Nyx smirked. "You mean sleep?"

		"Correct."

		Nyx sighed. "All right, but you have to tuck me in."

		Zelda smiled. "If you ask I'll do more than that."

		Nyx bit her lip and shrugged. "It's been a while, hasn't it?"

		"Ten days."

		Nyx led the way out of engineering and across the cargo bay. Her left arm was still itching and throbbing from where she'd bumped Zelda. It started to go away by the time she was waiting for the airlock doors to cycle though. Enough that her thoughts were wandering and she went back to wondering how she was going to figure out the results of her data analysis. It was a signal, she was sure of it, but what kind of signal?

		She opened the door to her cabin and saw her bed waiting for her. The gravity was set at fifty percent of standard but she suddenly felt heavy. Her bed, for all the waste of time it would cause her, looked cozy.

		Nyx kicked off her slippers and dropped into her bed. She started to roll on her left side out of habit until she was forced to realized she needed a new habit. She hissed when she put weight on her arm and flopped on her back again. She held the stump up and stared at it. "Stupid," she muttered.

		"You're not stupid, Princess." Zelda said. She knelt down beside the bed and reached out to her arm. "Would you like me to change your bandage? It's long overdue and you've gotten it dirty."

		Nyx bit her lip and nodded. "Yes, please."

		Zelda smiled at her and said, "I'll be right back, I need to get fresh bandages."

		Nyx grunted and Zelda turned and walked out.

		Nyx waited a few seconds and then rolled over and dropped her feet to the floor. Her slippers were nearby but she didn't bother with them this time. She stood up and moved to her desk. One last thing before bed... except there was always one more thing she could do. This time though she meant it, just one more.

		She leaned over her terminal and started typing. She was getting better at working the station with one hand but it was still slow. Zelda returned before she finished, but only by a few taps of her fingers.

		"I have the medical supplies," Zelda said.

		Nyx gave her a tired smile and sat down on the edge of her bed. Zelda knelt in front of her and nudged Nyx's knees apart so she could move in between them. Nyx bit her lip again and then tried not to watch as the android lifted her arm and began to gently remove the bandages from it.

		The medicated fabrics pulled and hurt a little, especially when they came off the end of the stump. Nyx held it together even though there were tears in her eyes. They were tears of pain, but tears of loss.

		"Thank whatever gods are out there I've got you, Z," Nyx whispered.

		Zelda didn't stop working as she said, "You do have me, Nyx. I am yours."

		Nyx sniffed and smiled. "I know I'm not any less capable than I was, but every time I do something, I forget. It sucks. I feel so useless. It took me forever to set up a search for someone that can help me figure out the signal I recorded, and that's nothing! Without you I'd really be lost. You're saving my life."

		Zelda stopped cleaning the dried blood and chemical stains off her arm and turned a smile on her. "Without you I have no meaning, Nyx. Thank you for letting me help you."

		Nyx blinked a tear down her cheek.

		Zelda reached up for the first time and brushed it away. She looked at her fingers and then at Nyx. She tilted her head a moment and then smiled and looked back at Nyx's wound. "You are healing well. Your skin is responding to the bonding process and accepting the amputation. I've removed the drains but they don't appear to have done much. A few more days and you should be ready to leave the bandage off."

		Nyx nodded. "Thank you," she said and blushed. "I've been saying that too much."

		"You have always said that," Zelda said while she began wrapping fresh bandages around Nyx's arm. "You do the same for the ship's computer. You are a caring person, Nyx. We are lucky to be your possessions."

		Nyx squeezed her eyes shut. She didn't want to own Zelda... not like that. She wanted Zelda to choose her, not to— "Fuck it," she mumbled.

		"Did I upset you?"

		Nyx shook her head. "No... I'm just a mess, Z, that's all. I'm tired and emotional and...well, the same mess I've always been."

		"What mess it that, Mistress?"

		Nyx snorted. "Some Mistress I am. You have to like me and serve me and think I'm great. I'm... I'm not. I have you because I'm afraid of real people. I don't understand them. I don't know why they like the things they like or why they do the things they do. I could have done a few things, you know? Could have signed on with the crew of a proper ship. I could have been an engineer or a few things... but I'd have to be around people. I... this was safer. Just me. And then you."

		"Nyx, may I kiss you?"

		Nyx's eyes went to her lips. Synthetic or not, they were warm and soft and perfect for kissing. It helped that Zelda had been built for pleasure. She was a sex-bot, although no longer latest gen like she had been when Nyx bought her. Then again, there probably wasn't any sex-bots in the galaxy with as many upgrades as Zelda had. Nyx had cracked her code open like an asteroid full of diamonds within a week and she'd never looked back. Sure, the warranty was voided in an instant but Nyx didn't need a warranty, she could rebuild Zelda from the ground up if she had to.

		"Why?" Nyx breathed.

		"I want to bring you pleasure, baby. I want you to relax and I want you to know that you did not order me to do this, I initiated this action because... well, my programming has reasons and explanations for it but I believe that is synonymous with me saying that I care about you."

		Nyx swallowed and nodded. She closed her eyes and felt Zelda's lips press against hers. She was kissed and then she was kissing back. The android's lips parted and her tongue slid out, moist with the perfect chemical mixture to create a bio-identical saliva that even had a hint of strawberry flavor. Nyx moaned and pulled Zelda on top of her as she slouched back onto her bed.

		Zelda followed her, kissing her with barely a pause until Nyx was gasping and panting. The android moved then, kissing her way down to Nyx's breasts. The woman let out a groan as Zelda licked and sucked on them. Zelda went from teasing one breast to the other, causing Nyx to thrust her chest into the artificial woman's mouth. Still Nyx wanted more. She reached for her to slip her fingers into today's blond wig the beautiful android wore and pull her head harder against her boob.

		Only one hand made it.

		Nyx grunted and collapsed back onto her bed.

		Zelda lifted her head and saw Nyx staring at the ceiling. Tears welled in her eyes.

		"Z... I'm sorry."

		"It is I who am sorry, Nyx. I wanted to bring you pleasure, not pain."

		"I'm... I'm not ready. Please..."

		"Please what?"

		"Just... will you hold me? While I sleep?"

		Zelda smiled and slid into the bed on her left side and cuddled up to her. Nyx shifted so Zelda could spoon her and wrap her arms around her. With Nyx's left arm severed above the elbow it was easy for Zelda to hold her.

		"Bex, good night," Nyx managed after a few shuddering breaths.

		"Good night, Captain."

		The lights dimmed and then turned off while the air circulating into the room chilled to lower the temperature. Zelda pulled the blankets up over them.

		Nyx fought the exhaustion but soon she knew she couldn't do it anymore. The times she'd slept had been filled with nightmares of her accident or waking up and finding her arm gone. Sometimes her legs were gone in her dreams too.

		Zelda was there though. Her body was warm but not sweaty and sticky. She was soft and firm at the same time. She held her and she cared for her... she'd said as much and Zelda could not lie. She could get confused and translate code into feelings poorly, but that wasn't what mattered. She was there when Nyx needed her. She would always be there. Nyx owed it to her to treat her well. To make her the best she could be. To help Zelda really understand just how important she was to her.

		Her dreams came again, but they weren't filled with accidents and horrors. They were filled with dancing and dinners and spending time with a beautiful woman that looked at her with love shining in her eyes.

		

	
		Chapter 13

		Nyx woke up in Zelda's arms. She was warm and comfortable and, for a few precious seconds, everything was good. There was no pressure. No failures. No problems that had to be dealt with. No repairs that needed to be made.  No bills that needed to be paid.

		She even, for a heart-fluttering moment, thought about moving Zelda's hand up from the top of her belly to cover her breast. To feel Z's hands on her tender flesh and her fingers lovingly pinching and twisting her nipples...

		"You're awake, sweetheart," Zelda stated in a soft and tender voice.

		Nyx smiled. She twisted a little to lay on her back so she could see her perfect woman's face. "I am. Kiss me, please."

		Zelda shifted and leaned over so she could give her a chaste kiss on the lips. It lingered and then they parted.

		"Sorry about my morning breath," Nyx said.

		"It's all right, I do not smell," Zelda pointed out.

		Nyx smiled and then sighed. Zelda was still an android. She would always be an android. She wasn't a real living person... but she would love Nyx forever. Well, the algorithmic equivalent of love, anyhow.

		Was that enough?

		Nyx yawned and that turned into a stretch. Her left arm strained as the muscles pulled. Muscles that weren't attached to tendons anymore, in some cases. For a beautiful moment she'd forgotten about her arm. Forgotten about everything. If only her lovesick feelings for Zelda were her only problems.

		Nyx checked her co-processor and the shock of seeing her internal clock chased the last vestiges of sleep away. "I slept ten hours? Z! Why'd you let me sleep so long?"

		"You needed it, my love."

		Nyx winced. She loved pillow-talk from the robot but now that reminder just stung. She wasn't playing house anymore, or starship, in her case.

		She swung her legs out and sat up. The damn floor was cold, of course, so she scampered into her slippers and said, "Good morning, Bex."

		"Good morning, Captain. Nothing unusual to report while you were resting."

		"Thanks," she mumbled and went to her bench.

		Zelda climbed out of bed behind her and slipped out the door before Nyx even noticed she'd left. She turned to watch the door shut and then remembered Zelda's standing routine was to bring her breakfast when she recognized that Nyx was awake. If Nyx had to depend on remembering to feed herself she'd really be skinny.

		Fortunately for Nyx, her body's reminder that she needed to relieve herself could not be ignored. She hurried into the small closet and took care of business and cleaned up before returning to her terminal and waking it up. Her search had completed hours ago.

		Nyx growled at the lost time and read through the list of names and the brief description of why they'd been chosen. The sixth name on the list jumped out at her. Sariah Corsos. She let out a laugh and launched an inquiry into Doctor Corsos that took all of three seconds to run.

		Zelda returned while Nyx was studying the picture and text on her screen. For a woman in her fifties she was still achingly beautiful. Blond hair just barely beginning to be frosted with grey and a slender build that spoke of elegance over excess. She wasn't large by any stretch, and neither was she toned and wiry like Nyx had become. Nyx knew her body was the result of hard work and she accepted it, even if she preferred a smoother and softer look like Sariah had.

		Nyx shook her head. "Oh Z, what's wrong with me?"

		"Nothing, you are perfect as you are," Zelda said while she placed a plate and cup in front of her.

		The scent of synthesized coffee tickled Nyx's nose and forced her to look down. "Egg whites and buttered toast with peanut butter? I'm going to have to strike it rich so I can buy another android to take care of both of us so I can spend all my time showing you how much I appreciate you!"

		Zelda's smile faded and Nyx noticed.

		"Z? What's wrong?"

		"Nothing, Captain. If you desire more companionship that is your right."

		"Oh my goodness! Did you just tell me, 'I'm fine?'"

		Zelda's head tilted a little. "Yes, that would be a more concise way to say it. I will store that shortcut for future use."

		"No! That's not what I meant... I— oh, never mind. Why don't you want me to buy another android, Z?"

		"I want what you want."

		Nyx growled. "Zelda, stop it! Stop being so literal. You clearly were upset when I mentioned another android. Why?"

		Zelda tilted her head a moment before stating, "I had to run a self-diagnostic. My heuristics favored doing tasks that pleased you, such as making you meals, bringing you your slippers, fulfilling functions you trust me to do. If that were to change then my heuristics need to change as well."

		Nyx's heart skipped a beat. "Oh Z! I'm sorry. I didn't realize you'd come so far. I was never very good at machine learning but I've been trying with your updates to introduce more and more of it into your code."

		Zelda nodded. "Yes, my data shows I have never held pathways like this before the past few days."

		Nyx grinned. "Well, I've got a surprise for you then!"

		"What is it?"

		Nyx turned and pointed at her terminal. "See her? That's Dr. Sariah Corsos. I had the biggest crush on her growing up. She's a genius! An expert in her field of Linguistics and Machine Learning."

		"I'm sorry, Nyx, I don't know why I should be surprised."

		Nyx smirked. "Because I need her to help me figure out the signal. And while I'm talking to her, maybe she can help me with you too."

		"Help you with me? Do I not meet your needs?"

		"Oh Z... you do, you so do!" Nyx said. "But I'm greedy. I want more."

		"Tell me what you desire and I shall endeavor to provide it."

		"That's just it, you can't yet. Not without more updates."

		"Then update me."

		"I will, but I need Dr. Corsos to show me how."

		"I understand now. Thank you for explaining it to me."

		"There's a problem though," Nyx said. "There's always a problem, it seems."

		"Tell me and I will help you," Zelda offered.

		Nyx chuckled. "You would too, I know. I have to do some more updates first. Things I can't talk about, not even with you. Not yet, at least."

		Zelda tilted her head and then looked at Nyx's breakfast. "Very well. Your breakfast is nearing room temperature."

		"Oh crap!" Nyx looked down at the plate and started eating. She glanced at Zelda and smiled around a mouthful of eggs and then went back to devouring the meal. She finished in short order and drained the last of her coffee with a sigh.

		"Was your meal satisfactory?"

		"It was outstanding," Nyx said. "I probably ate more than I normally do in an entire day."

		"I calculate the caloric content of that meal at three hundred fifty calories. Given your biometric markers, the reduced gravity, and the level of activity you engage in, you need almost three times that much to maintain your body weight."

		"Oh... it seemed like a lot," Nyx said. "Maybe because I usually go for quick and easy nutrient dense crap?"

		"That is likely."

		Nyx nodded. "All right, well... I know what I need to do today, how about you?"

		"There are some maintenance tasks and cleaning I can perform if you wish me to continue doing those things?"

		"Yes, good idea. I'll work on what I need to work on and then when we're finished we can get back to work on my pet project."

		Zelda smiled. "I would like that."

		"Good," Nyx said. "I'll see you then. Thanks for breakfast, Z!"

		Zelda cleaned up the breakfast while saying, "You are welcome, Captain."

		As soon as the door shut behind her Nyx looked back at her terminal. Dr. Corsos was teaching at the TCIS, the Tau Ceti Institute of Science. That was three systems away. Two of those systems were human controlled and that meant the Rebexa would be at risk. Well, more than just the Rebexa, Nyx too. Tazz didn't take kindly to people that skipped out on their payments to him.

		Nyx reached for a cord and plugged it in to the back of her head. She clenched her teeth as the synchronization to the ship left her feeling a little spaced out. It passed so quickly she blinked her eyes and looked around, surprised. She thought maybe the connection was broken but a quick check showed her connected to the ship's systems.

		"Huh," Nyx grunted. She shrugged and sifted through the petabytes of data until she found the Rebexa's core systems. Just like Zelda, the core systems of her ship were supposed to untouchable. Also just like Zelda, Nyx had jailbroken them a long time ago.

		Nyx had two options, not get caught or make the sleazy loan shark a better offer. In order to do that, she needed something to offer though. Something more than just a theoretical concept. That meant she needed time to make theory a reality, and that meant she had to modify the Rebexa.

		She pulled the code out and stored it in her personal data storage before disconnecting the cable. She leaned back in her chair, closed her eyes, and started searching through the code. She couldn't stop the Rebexa from being identified if they were actively scanned, although messing with the transponder could slow them down a little. She needed a backup plan and the only thing she could think of was to see what her options were to keep her ship safe.

		Nyx grimaced. Too many times thinking through that circle and she'd end up dizzy. Better she just focused on making the changes. Then she'd deal with the outcome after... whatever it was.

		

	
		Chapter 14

		"This feels so weird," Nyx muttered and tugged at her shirt. "It's itchy and tight and it's rubbing my nipples!"

		"You could wear a bra under it," Zelda suggested

		Nyx's stared at her with a look of horror. "I thought you liked me, Z?"

		"I cherish you, Nyx," Zelda responded.

		"Then how could even suggest such a thing? Now that would be itchy and constricting and.... Ugh! I have, like, no tits. A bra's not what I need."

		"It would protect your nipples from chafing."

		Nyx shuddered again. "No. End of story."

		"Of course."

		Nyx frowned, distracted from her wardrobe dilemma by the phrase Zelda had selected. She'd made more updates over the past couple of weeks to her dialogue routines but every now and then she still said something wrong.

		"Captain, Humphrey station has cleared us for final approach and docking," the ship's computer announced.

		Nyx took in a deep breath, held it, and then let it out. "Okay, take us in, Bex."

		"Affirmative, Captain."

		Nyx swallowed. "All right, Z, we've got to find Dr. Corsos quick. We broadcast our transponder to the station so Tazz could already know where here."

		"You said his home system was Alpha Centauri," Zelda pointed out. "He would have to get on a spaceship and use a warp tunnel to get to Tau Ceti to confront you. That would put him at approximately three weeks of travel time."

		"Oh Z, you're so pretty," Nyx said. "He has people in every system. People that have standard procedures. I met the man once, only once. It was enough. I got to watch what happens to someone that breaks a contract with him... it wasn't pretty. I doubt he would remember me if he saw me or heard my name. I'm in his system though, and he doesn’t let people get away with shorting him. If I tried, I'd end up as another example he uses to people dumb enough to make a deal with him."

		"I see. Are you sure you wish to leave the Rebexa?"

		"I am. Nobody can get on that isn't you or me and that downtime a week back where I took the Rebexa offline for upgrades? That was me making sure that his people can't commandeer the ship with any override protocols."

		Zelda tilted her head slightly. "That means, in effect, the Rebexa belongs to you now."

		"Yes, it does," Nyx said. "But the title's in his name. This is what pirates do, Z, except I don't have the contacts or money to get a new ship record created and inserted into the system."

		"With the proper data I could—"

		"No," Nyx said. "That's not a solution either. Tazz isn't going to let me get away with that, even if the Rebexa is just one rock in an entire asteroid field to him. He's got a reputation to uphold, and he made it clear his rep was worth more than all of his money."

		"Ah, I understand."

		"Plus," Nyx went on, "Tazz is the sleazy jerk here, not me. I'm not a thief. Sure, maybe the terms he made me agree to were almost impossible, but I agreed to them."

		"I admire that about you, Nyx."

		Nyx studied her android companion. "You do?"

		"When a person lies it is difficult for me to process. It caused an error to happen internally and that exception must be handled. Often I have to dismiss the exception with an unsatisfactory resolution that is impossible to apply heuristics to."

		Nyx nodded. "That totally makes sense, Z! I never thought of what effect lying to a virtual intelligence would have. Oh man, you've given me some new ideas for more updates!"

		Zelda smiled. "I like your updates."

		"I like updating you," Nyx smiled right back.

		"Captain, prepare to dock with Humphrey station, docking bay D twenty three," the Rebexa announced.

		"Oh! Okay, how do I look?" Nyx asked.

		"Good enough to eat," Zelda said.

		Nyx blushed. "Stop, you don't eat."

		"You've asked me to eat you before."

		Nyx's lips parted and her cheeks grew hotter. "Z!" she squeaked. "Keep that between us!"

		"It is between us."

		"I know... I mean... ugh, why are you so damned lovable?"

		"You made me this way, Captain. You made me in your quest to make me your ideal, perfect companion."

		Nyx sighed and shook her head. She stepped up to her android and kissed her. "You are amazing. Don't listen to anybody that tells you any different."

		Zelda smiled.

		The ship shuddered and a few bulkheads groaned as magnetic clamps captured the Rebexa and pulled the ship into the dock. A clunk echoed through the ship a moment later as the station's universal gantry sealed around the ship's external airlock.

		"We have docked with Humphrey station, Captain."

		"Thank you, Bex," Nyx said. "Initiate offloading of validated recyclables and payload."

		"Establishing trade connections, Captain."

		"Nyx, won't that transfer credits to your account?" Zelda asked.

		"It will," Nyx agreed and rose from her seat. She led Zelda off the bridge toward the cargo bay. "It won't be much and, odds are, Tass's automated systems will suck it out as fast as it goes in, but it's a show of good faith."

		"That seems... contradictory."

		"Confusing?" Nyx asked while they waited for the air lock doors to the cargo bay to cycle.

		"Yes."

		"Good, when— or if— the time comes, I want him to be confused. Put a shadow of doubt in his mind. A little hesitation might make the difference in life or death for us."

		"I'm not alive," Zelda said.

		"No, but you're part of my life," Nyx said.

		Zelda smiled.

		The door slid open. Nyx walked down the stairs and scowled at her the movement caused her tight fitting pants to pinch and slid up into places she didn't want them. She reached under her loose fitting shorts Zelda convinced her to wear over them and tugged them out from between the cleft of her butt.

		"How do people put up with this?" she groaned. "You said these tight pants would be stretchy and comfortable!"

		"The reviews of other users claimed they were," Zelda said.

		"Yeah, well, they were wrong," Nyx sulked.

		They opened the airlock door on the side of the cargo bay and stepped inside. A moment passed before the outer door opened and they saw the gantry painted red in the light of the gantry's decontamination beams. A breath of station air hit them. Nyx gasped and wrinkled her nose. The station's air was warmer and seemed dirtier. Maybe it smelled more recycled? She couldn't place it, but it wasn't as sterile as the air of the Rebexa.

		"Nyx? Are you not prepared for this?" Zelda asked when Nyx didn't move out of the airlock.

		"No... I mean, yes, I'm ready. I think," Nyx said. She swallowed and took a deep breath. "Fuck them, right?"

		"I thought you preferred to fuck me?"

		Nyx gasped and then giggled. "That's not what I meant."

		"Oh, I'm sorry."

		She shook her head. "It's okay, Z. I meant the hell with them. I don't need their approval. I've got mine and I've got yours. I'm here for a reason, not to try and make friends. Well, maybe one friend. Oh no, Z, what if she doesn't like me?"

		"Dr. Corsos? How could she not? You are beautiful, intelligent, and cute, according to all factors of human social interaction characteristics I have access to."

		"You have to say that... but beautiful and cute? Isn't that redundant?"

		"Beautiful is a measure of physical pulchritude. Cute is a reflection of your mannerisms, quirks, and well-meaning social awkwardness."

		Nyx blinked and turned to look at her android. "You are sooo sweet to me. Remind me when this is over to spend a solid day letting you do whatever you want to me."

		Zelda smiled. "Saving reminder."

		Nyx laughed and turned back to the open door. She sucked in a breath to settle the butterflies in her stomach and said, "Okay, let's do this."

		Her first step out the airlock door made her grunt and stagger. Her hand went to the rail on the right side of the ten yard gantry to help her gain her balance.

		"Nyx, are you all right?" Zelda asked as she stepped up beside Nyx and wrapped her arm around Nyx from her left.

		Nyx nodded and took a moment to breath. "Full standard gravity," she explained. "I forgot... just wasn't used to it. I haven't been on a human station in a while... shit, almost two years I guess. Takes a moment to get used to."

		"I understand. I'm here if you need me."

		Nyx nodded and spared her android a glance. She smiled at her and had it returned. It made her chest ache even more than the tug of artificial gravity already did. Nyx nodded and said, "Okay, let's go."

		Zelda stayed beside her, ready to support while Nyx took careful steps forward. Her hand stayed on the rail and when they reached the halfway point the red light shifted to purple and then blue. The blue light was a sterilization beam that would eliminate dangerous bacteria or exposed viruses. It also had the effect of causing mild irritation to many species because not all bacteria was harmful. It would take a few days for the itching to go away.

		"Captain, why do they bother with these attempts to sterilize and decontaminate? The light is only twenty percent effective at reaching beneath our clothing."

		"I'm not sure, Z. I'd be much happier if we could go aboard naked," Nyx said. "Well, outside of hygiene reasons, I guess. I know I'm clean, but there are so many nasty people out there."

		They paused at the end of the gantry and waited. The light changed to white, signaling the end of the decontamination and sterilization process. The door opened and revealed a docking ring teeming with people. Nyx gasped as the smells of so many people washed over her. Most were human, but she saw a few Bregans and Zendari in the mix as well. The Bregans were smaller but they were distinguished by the bony ridges on their faces. The Zendari were larger than humans, but not so large that they towered over the others. They were hairier too, but not so   much that they were covered in fur like the Voluminar.

		"Nyx?" Zelda asked after Nyx remained frozen in the doorway for over a minute.

		Nyx nodded. "Yeah... sorry, just... it's a lot."

		"You don't need to apologize," Zelda said. "I'm making sure you are all right. The full gravity has your body stressed and I am detecting an increased heart rate as well as higher cortisol and adrenaline in your system."

		"Is that why I feel like I want to pass out?" Nyx asked.

		"Perhaps we should return to the Rebexa and you could try to call Dr. Corsos?"

		Nyx gave a quick shake of her head. "No, I'll be okay. I'm not really going to pass out, that was an exaggeration."

		"I understand."

		Nyx nodded and took her first step out of the gantry and onto the docking ring. People were moving in both direction up and down it, some with wheeled carts full of crates and supplies. Others were gathered in small groups or partners, discussing trades, opportunities, or the latest Space Smash scores. Most importantly, other than giving her a glance to make sure she wasn't in their way, nobody paid Nyx or Zelda any attention.

		Nyx swallowed and turned, digging up the map of the station from her co-processor and paying attention to the route it recommended. Zelda stayed on her left so close she could touch her at any time. Well, Zelda could touch her, Nyx would have to turn around to touch her with her hand.

		She led them through the throng to a access gangway and stepped on the conveyer that sped them toward the heart of the station. She changed belts twice to traverse the kilometer long tube faster and then changed back to the slower belts to exit. All in all, it was a horrible system but riding the trams cost money she didn't have.

		The main concourse of the station was massive. Shops catering to every need surrounded them as they walked to one of the main lifts that would take them up to the university levels. Nyx ignored the glimpses she caught of flashy beverages, succulent foods, the latest in gaming systems and technology, personal protection, starship sales, vacation rentals, robotic companions, genedocs offering anything and everything genetic manipulation could achieve, clinics promising walk-out prosthetic enhancements, and so much more.

		The lift up wasn't full, but Nyx pressed against Zelda anyhow. Zelda's hand slipped around her waist and held her tight, earning a thankful smile from the woman. The four other occupants ignored them entirely. Nyx wondered if they were secretly judging her. Were they laughing inside at the crippled woman who was so pathetic she had to have an android for a companion because nobody else would want her?

		The lift stopped after an eternity of agonizing self-doubt. Nyx trembled. She needed to get out, but she was afraid to make a scene and draw attention to herself. Her nerves got the best of her and she was about to push her way forward when the doors opened, only to have Zelda's hand hold her back. The others filed out of the lift ahead of her, allowing her to escape at a less obvious pace.

		"Why did you stop me?" Nyx whispered.

		"I didn't mean to stop you," Zelda said. "I was not prepared for you to move so soon. I have made a note to be ready in the future."

		"Oh... um, okay. Thank you," Nyx blushed.

		"You are looking cute again," Zelda informed her.

		"Agh!" Nyx  groaned. "You're making it worse!"

		Zelda smiled and said, "I'm sorry, sweetie."

		Nyx rolled her eyes and led the way into the university and past bored campus guards. The people around them began to change. Instead of workers and salesmen and regular people doing regular business the crowd became more youthful. The mix of humans to aliens shifted too. Humans still outnumbered the aliens but she began to see more variety. Zendarians became far more prominent, which didn't surprise her. Zendarians were know for their appreciation of science and TCIS was one of the better known scientific institutions in the galaxy.

		The younger crowd dressed different too. Nyx took note of the more daring and comfortable styles. Overalls, jackets, and protective clothing was a thing of the past, it seemed. Here skin was on display, skin or tight stretching clothing like her pants, except it was worn on torsos and arms as well. Or, in some cases, the clothing wasn't even clothing but painted on garments and designs.

		"Z, why didn't you tell me I could dress like this?" Nyx hissed.

		"You are," Zelda said.

		Nyx's head swiveled as she walked past a group of three girls, two boys, and two others she wasn't sure of the gender of. "I would try shorts like those over these any day! And one girl's boob wasn't even covered. The other one had hers painted!"

		"You told me to search for a look that said you're not a student. That you want to be taken as a serious professional with something to offer Dr. Corsos."

		Nyx let out her breath in a huff. "I did say that."

		"Yes."

		"Fuck," Nyx muttered. "Those girls were so..."

		"Hot?"

		Nyx blushed and nodded.

		"I could dress up like them for you," Zelda offered.

		Nyx blushed again. "Stop, I have to focus or I'm going to screw this up."

		Zelda smiled. "Stopping, Professor Nyx."

		"Oh fuck," Nyx gasped as a new fantasy began to play out in her head. It took her mind off how winded the walk through the campus had made her, at least.

		She struggled to compose herself as they made their way through the halls where lectures were being held. Nyx found the room she needed and waited a few moments outside. The display on the door read that it would be occupied for another thirty minutes by Dr. Sariah Corsos and her intro to machine learning class.

		"Come on," Nyx said after less than five minutes passed.

		"The class is not over," Zelda pointed out when Nyx reached for the sensor to open the door.

		"I don't want to miss her," Nyx said and triggered the door to slide open. She slipped through and moved down to one of the open seats a few rows down the amphitheatre.  Zelda sat down on her left and smoothed the skirt she wore over her stretchy leggings.

		Nyx tuned in and lost herself in Dr. Corsos wrapping up her explanation of the basic of machine learning, including a short segment at the end detailing the ever-insistent multi-species ban on research into artificial intelligence. She promised a foray into the justification behind the ban in her next class and bid her students goodbye as the lights shifted overhead to a soft red color to indicate the lecture was finished.

		"Should we leave?" Zelda asked as the other student rose from their seats and made their way out.

		"No," Nyx said. "But we need to get up and let others out, at least."

		Zelda stood and offered Nyx her hand. Nyx blushed and took it, letting Zelda help her stand and then they moved to the aisle. Nyx stepped out of the way of passing students, taking care to make sure she didn't meet the eyes of any of them before she took a deep breath. She almost choked on the smell and taste of so many bodies in one room but forced it down past the thickness in her chest.

		"Come on," Nyx breathed to herself as much as Zelda and began to walk down the steps to where Dr. Corsos was closing the last of her lecture notes down and preparing to leave.

		"Oh, hello," Dr. Corsos said when she stepped down from the stage and was about to head up the stairs. "Did you have a question, Miss..."

		Nyx jerked her head up and met Sariah's eyes. They were green. Not hazel, green, but green like somebody had taken a bottle of paint and splashed it in her face.

		Dr. Corsos smiled. "Are you all right?"

		"Fuck," Nyx mumbled.

		Dr. Corsos's eyebrows went up. "Well, I didn't—"

		"I'm sorry!" Nyx blurted out. "I didn't mean to... oh shit, I'm— Ah! I did it again!"

		Dr. Corsos took a step back. "Miss, is there a problem? I don't recognize you from my class. I can have security here if you need help."

		"No!" Nyx hissed. She groaned. "Oh fuck, I'm messing this up so badly."

		"Messing what up, exactly? Perhaps you could tell me what's going on?" Dr. Corsos turned to Zelda.

		"I—"

		"Oh my, you're an android, aren't you?" Dr. Corsos asked as she stared at Zelda. She nodded and took a step closer. "Amazing work, I couldn't even tell until I got close enough to see your eyes. They're lovely, by the way."

		Nyx turned and stared at Zelda. "Her eyes? What's wrong with her eyes?"

		"Nothing, they're beautiful, but they're not alive."

		"Well, none of her is, technically."

		"True, but the rest of her performs imitation of an organic so well I was fooled. Her eyes though, there's no change to them and they're dry. They shine and appear to glisten, but I can tell they're dry now that I'm right next to her. Remarkable work, I must say. Did you do this?"

		Nyx nodded.

		"Well done, Miss..."

		"Nyx. Nyx Bloom," Nyx said. "I... um... I was hoping I could talk to you?"

		"Talk to me? Yes. A marvelous creation like this deserves a few moments at least, provided you can keep from swearing at me."

		Nyx nodded. "I can! I'm so sorry about that! I... I don't know how to talk. Around people, I mean."

		Dr. Corsos smiled. "Well then, this sounds like quite a story. My lectures are over for the day, would you care to join me for lunch?"

		"Would I? I mean, yes! Yes, I would!"

		Dr. Corsos chuckled. "Good, I'm famished and you, Miss Bloom, look like you could stand to have a proper meal yourself."

		"I've done my best but she is chronically undernourished, Doctor," Zelda said.

		Sariah gasped and looked at Zelda and then at Nyx. "You've done something special here, haven't you? Beyond her appearance."

		Nyx blushed and nodded.

		Dr. Corsos smiled. "Oh my, you're cute when you blush, do you know that?"

		"I told her that too, Doctor."

		Dr. Corsos was grinning wide now. "I can't wait to hear all about this! Come, I know just the café where we can have some privacy and some lunch."

		"Oh, um... could we go back to my ship? I, um, I have food there that—"

		"Nonsense, it's just around the corner."

		"Yeah, but—"

		"For a chance to learn about your companion here, it's my treat," Dr. Corsos insisted.

		Nyx swallowed and nodded. "Okay," she whispered in a voice she hadn't heard herself use since she was a little girl being asked out by her crush. She hoped this time didn't end as a disastrous joke like the last one did.

		

	
		Chapter 15

		Nyx slid into the booth and made room for Zelda to sit beside her. The android did so without needing to ask. Dr. Corsos sat across from them and tapped the table in front of herself to order her lunch.

		Nyx followed her lead and scrolled through the lunch menu. She selected a sandwich and a drink just to get the process over with and then turned her attention to Dr. Corsos.

		"So," Dr. Corsos said with a smile. "Tell me about this wonderful creation? She's absolutely beautiful, did you build her from scratch or repurpose a sex-bot?"

		Nyx blushed.

		"I see," Dr. Corsos said and winked at her. "That's what I would have done too. Which model?"

		"Raquel 1029rd3," Zelda supplied. "I have little to no original firmware remaining, however."

		"Oh, she's wonderful," Dr. Corsos said. "That's a good model, but I'm sure you knew that. The 1029's had a solid structure designed to handle considerable abuse, should their owners decide to play rough. They're heavy though, that's the only drawback I had with them."

		"I, um, replaced more than code," Nyx said. "Lightweight alloys. She only weighs thirty six kilograms."

		"Thirty six?" she gasped. "That's... Why, she must be worth a fortune in hardware alone?"

		Nyx nodded. "I've put a lot into her when, maybe, I shouldn't have."

		"This may be surprisingly coincidental," Zelda announced. "Captain, the Rebexa is being contacted by a masked sender. Do you have instructions?"

		Nyx winced. "Take a message, if they leave one."

		"Yes, Captain."

		"You don't have a comm on you?" Dr. Corsos asked.

		"No, I forgot it on my ship. I never need one," she explained. "I've locked out all wireless connections to my co-processor."

		"I see. So, tell me more about her."

		"Actually, um, she's not why I wanted to talk to you," Nyx said.

		Dr. Corsos lifted an eyebrow. "Oh, well, do you mind if I ask you a few questions about her?"

		"I don't mind... but I think, maybe, they should wait until after?"

		"After?"

		"After I show you this," Nyx said and slid her hand down inside her pants. She peeled a data chip away from where she'd used a mild adhesive to glue it to her otherwise smooth pubic mound and placed it on the table between them.

		Dr. Corsos picked the chip up and then felt it between her fingers. "Warm," she mused.

		Nyx blushed. "I had to make sure it was safely hidden."

		"Well, you've certainly intrigued me, Miss Bloom."

		"Nyx," Nyx mumbled. "Please."

		Dr. Corsos smiled. "All right, Nyx. What am I going to find on this?"

		"I... I found something. I have a ship, the Rebexa. Z and I— sorry, Z is short for Zelda, my companion. Anyhow, we found some salvage unlike anything I'd ever seen before. Unlike anything I'd ever heard of anyone seeing before," Nyx explained. "That's a snippet of an analysis I ran. Even getting that analysis to run took me days and I can't crack it... I need help."

		"I see," Dr. Corsos said. "You're really pushing my buttons, you know? The right buttons, mind you."

		Nyx grinned. "Really?"

		Dr. Corsos nodded. "I love a good puzzle. One moment while I check this out."

		Nyx nodded and watched the older woman remove a datapad from her pocket and insert the chip into it. A hologram sprouted above it giving her the user interface she needed to access the devices functions. A few seconds later she was viewing the chip and then bringing up the analysis on a graphical display.

		Dr. Corsos lifted her hand to her face as she studied the data. She covered her lips with her fingers of one hand and used the other to organize the data points into a chart. She made a brief humming noise while she worked.

		Their food arrived before the professor could dig any deeper into Nyx's discovery. The water looked Zelda over while he delivered drinks and plates to Nyx and Dr. Corsos. With that finished he departed and left them to their privacy.

		Dr. Corsos sampled her steaming plate of noodles and vegetables while still staring at the data. She ate a few bites and then paused to reorganize the data into another chart before returning to her food.

		"Nyx, you should eat," Zelda softly urged her.

		Nyx started and looked down at her food. She nodded and picked it up in one hand and took a bite. She chewed and studied Dr. Corsos, tasting nothing in her mouth.

		Several silent minutes passed while Dr. Corsos studied the sample and ate. She finally sat up, finished the last of her meal, and then looked at Nyx. Her eyes fell on Nyx's left arm— what was left of it— and then glanced at Zelda.

		"I'm surprised you would focus on your companion so much instead of yourself," Dr. Corsos said.

		Nyx frowned. "I'm sorry?"

		"Your arm. All the materials and work you put into Zelda could have surely been spent on genetic reconstitution. Or, even easier, designing a prosthetic. I bet you have the skill and ability to do that now... although maybe you'd need some help with the organic / inorganic interfaces to the nervous system."

		Nyx gawked and her and then shook her head. "Um, this is new. My arm, I mean. I lost it a few seconds after I acquired the data you're looking at."

		"Oh! Really?"

		"Yes," Nyx said. "Almost four weeks ago now... wow."

		Dr. Corsos gave Zelda another glance before saying, "For a woman who could create this, I'm amazed you haven't fixed yourself already."

		Nyx blushed. "I'm really not all that. I mean... I'm just trying to survive and...well... that's not going so well."

		"So why come to me?" she asked. "How can I help you survive when you can already do all these things on your own?"

		"It's not enough," Nyx said. "I'm not enough."

		"Oh, dear girl, you are amazing. Look at yourself! You've an amazing mind to do all that you've done. I simply must know how you made her look so alive. I've been trying for decades and you... well, I'm envious. Her speech, her mannerisms, everything about her screams real woman to me. Everything short of she's a bit too quiet and, as I said, the eyes."

		"I'll fix those," Nyx muttered. "I'm working on her dialogue too... she's come a long ways."

		Zelda sat there, smiling as though she enjoyed being talked about.

		"Now, my data..."

		"Yes, this," Dr. Corsos said and returned her eyes to the hologram. "There's not much here, but there's clearly something going on. The points I've identified show me this is a quantum based signal. These repeating— what? You want to say something?"

		"It wasn't quantum," Nyx said. "I had nothing available to scan for any quantum signatures before it, um, blew up."

		"Blew up? Ah, the arm. You're lucky to be alive."

		Nyx nodded. "Yes. It self-destructed around me and I barely got out in time."

		"Self-destructed?" Dr. Corsos repeated. "What happened?"

		Nyx glanced around. "I... look, Dr. Corsos, I—"

		"Sariah's fine, Nyx."

		Nyx blushed. She was on the first name basis with Dr. Sariah Corsos! It was almost enough to make her forget what she'd been about to say. "Um... okay, Sariah. That feels funny on my tongue."

		Sariah's eyebrows went up.

		"Sorry... what was I— oh, right. I'm willing to tell you everything, but we need to go back to my ship to do it."

		Sariah shifted her gaze to the holographic data. She reached out to her datapad and pulled the chip out, causing the charts to disappear and the holo to return to the default menu. Sariah held the chip up in front of her face a moment and then smiled and placed it on the table. She slid it across to Nyx.

		"You've found something very special, Nyx."

		"That's what I've been thinking," Nyx said as she slid the chip under the table and pressed it back against her skin where her tight pants would hold it in place.

		"I respect your caution. Respect it and approve of it," Sariah said while keeping her eyes on Nyx's and not trying to follow Nyx's hand under the table.

		Nyx smiled. "You do?"

		"I'm an expert in rather controversial field. No, controversial isn't the word I want to use. Forbidden, I think, is a better one. I have to make sure you understand I will provide no assistance in any desires you may have to create artificial intelligence."

		"What? No!" Nyx said and glanced nervously at Zelda.

		"Experimentation with artificial intelligence is forbidden, Dr. Sariah Corsos."

		Nyx smirked and turned to see Sariah nodding. "Good. I hoped I'd hear that."

		"Good?" Nyx asked.

		Sariah smiled. "Take me to your ship, Nyx. I'd love to see what else you're hiding."

		Nyx gasped and then blushed. She nodded and motioned for Zelda to stand up. "We're docked at D twenty three if you want to meet us there?"

		"Meet you there? Heavens no, child, I'm coming with you!" Sariah said. "I'm not going to miss a minute of this."

		

	
		Chapter 16

		"So this is it?" Sariah said as the inner airlock door opened into the Rebexa's cargo hold. "This is where the magic happens?"

		Nyx snorted and then clapped her hand over her mouth and nose.

		Sariah grinned.

		"Back, um, back here," Nyx mumbled. "My workshop... in engineering."

		"Lead the way," Sariah said. "Low G too, do you always keep it this low?"

		"Yes, it makes it easier to move heavy stuff around... I need that more than ever now," Nyx said as she led them through the cargo hold to the door that led to engineering. She blushed when she realized what a mess the bench was and then saw she only had one stool. She pushed some of the odds and ends out of the way on the bench and gestured for Sariah to sit on the stool.

		Dr. Corsos took the stool and looked at her. "A messy workplace is a sign of a productive mind."

		Nyx giggled. "I hope so! I mean, I try... here, on the terminal. See these?"

		Sariah looked as Nyx pulled up the comparative analysis she'd done on the new elements. "These aren't... hmm, are they stable? Did you get these from the signal?"

		"I have samples," Nyx said. "Not many, only what was left over from the explosion."

		"Oh, so these didn't come from the signal?"

		Nyx shook her head. "No, but that signal ran right up to the point where the wreckage self-destructed."

		"Oh! That's definitely something. Where's this signal at?"

		Nyx bit her lip. "Um... it's not...well..."

		Sariah's eyes narrowed. "I know you didn't make that sample up— I couldn't make that up."

		Nyx sighed. She tapped her temple. "It's up here."

		"Up... in your head? What? Did you make it up? Why?"

		No! No, I didn't make it up, it's real. It's only saved on the storage in my head. Not even my co-processors has immediate access to it. Except when I copied it over to run the analysis on it."

		"You ran the analysis in your head?"

		"My co-processor. I wrote the algorithms. It kept crashing though so I had to make some updates to the firmware to handle it."

		"You... wow, you really did that? That's dangerous, Nyx. Very dangerous."

		Nyx nodded. "I know. I was careful and Zelda was there with instructions on what to do if it went wrong."

		"No, I don't mean if the flash didn't take, I mean modifying the firmware. What if you disabled safety protocols? Bad data could crash you."

		"Oh, that. Yeah, I was very careful about that."

		Sariah frowned. "All right, let's see it then."

		"I don't want to copy it anywhere," Nyx said.

		"Uh huh... and how am I supposed to help you then?"

		Nyx reached over and picked up a modified datapad. She connected a cable to it and then snaked the cable over her shoulder and plugged it into her port. She winced as her co-processor recognized the external device and it expanded her mind with new options.

		"Okay, before I do this, I need to tell you some things."

		Sariah raised an eyebrow. "There's always strings attached, isn't there?"

		"No... it's not like that. At least, I don't mean for it to be."

		"Uh huh. What then? What's your full disclosure?"

		"I'm flat broke. Totally busted," Nyx said. "I was looking for salvage to try and make payments on my ship when I came across this...whatever it was. I'm happy to share it with you and give you credit for translation and everything, but I have to find something to monetize it. If I don't make some serious money soon, I'll lose my ship... if not more."

		Sariah stared at her and then looked at the terminal. "What about those elements? You said the wreckage was built out of them. I saw references to naturally occurring elements and alloys as well."

		"Yes, but these are the new ones... the ones that were triggered into some phase of molecular instability that destroyed it," Nyx said. "I think it's that one there... my analysis says it can be highly unstable with the right frequency and energy applied to it."

		Sariah grunted. "Okay. That's something at least. It would be better if we had samples of the finished alloys though, rather than just the elements."

		"Nyx, pardon my interruption... you do have samples," Zelda said.

		Nyx stared at her, her heart leaping into her throat. Was Zelda going to share her secret about the sphere?

		"Small pieces of material you cut off when you were exploring the wreckage. They were in your spacesuit when I recovered you. Would you like me to retrieve them?"

		"Oh! That could be very helpful," Sariah said and looked to Nyx.

		Nyx swallowed and nodded. "Please do," she said as her heart slowly sank back into its proper place. How Zelda had known to share the cuttings but not the sphere was beyond her. Still, it earned the android a kiss. More than a kiss, maybe, when she could.

		Zelda moved to the air lock that led from the engineering bay to the heart of the ship and passed out of sight.

		"She's something," Sariah said. "A work of art, you should be proud."

		"I am," Nyx said with a smile.

		"I've been trying to reach that level of anthropomorphism for most of my life and, now that I've seen it, I don't know if I'm blown away or scared," Sariah admitted. "No, that's not true. I'm both. What I don't know is which one I feel more."

		"Why scared? She's not an AI," Nyx said.

		"No, but she's so real," Zelda said. "I've been watching her. You too, to be honest, but she... she's special. If I had a bot like her I'd be afraid that I'd never want anyone else."

		Nyx forced a fake giggle. "Oh... well... She's my companion but, um, she's not a real girl. I know that."

		"So?" Sariah said. "I think, if she were mine, she'd be real enough."

		"Real enough for what?" Nyx asked.

		Sariah shrugged. "To let me trick myself into falling in love with her."

		Nyx gulped. "Oh... wow, really?"

		Sariah shrugged. "Sorry, I shouldn't be sharing so much. I sense a kindred spirit in you, Nyx. You're very easy to talk to."

		"I am?" Nyx squeaked.

		Sariah smiled. "Sorry, I don't mean to embarrass you."

		"I'm not embarrassed... I... it's just..." Nyx sighed and shook her head. "So, the signal?"

		Sariah laughed. "Yes, the signal. Show me what you've got."

		Nyx blushed and cleared her throat before sending the full analysis into the datapad. The screen lit up and began to display the data as Nyx manipulated it with her mind.

		"Oh! A flat display, sorry, I wasn't expecting that."

		"Yeah, I'm broke, sorry," Nyx mumbled.

		"No problem at all," Sariah said. "We could sync to my pad and— no, don't do that. I don't want to possess any of this data until you're sure."

		"Until I'm sure?"

		"Sure you trust me with it."

		"I do," Nyx said. "I, um, didn't pick you because you were the closest to me, you know."

		"I wasn't? Then why?"

		"I wanted to go to college when I was growing up. TCIS, even. I wanted to study under you."

		"Aww, that's sweet. So how come I never saw you in any of my classes?"

		Nyx blushed. "It didn't work out that way for me."

		"How come? You're an extraordinary young woman... how old are you, anyhow?"

		"Twenty seven human standard."

		"Good!"

		"Good?" Nyx asked.

		"You're more than half my age, I don't feel quite as upstaged now."

		Nyx laughed. "Like I could ever accomplish half of what you have! You've written laws of robotics!"

		Sariah waved Nyx's praise away. "Finding a way to put common sense into words isn't an accomplishment, my dear."

		"Well, still, I feel like I'm in the presence of greatness."

		"You are so sweet, Nyx. Be careful or I'm going to get jealous of your android."

		"Jealous?" Nyx squeaked. "Of Zelda?"

		"You're smitten with her... like I said, I've been watching you."

		"Oh," Nyx mumbled. She slumped against the bench and reached down to rub her side. She felt the shirt and scowled before she slipped her fingers under it and tugged it up so she could scratch her belly properly.

		Sariah was watching her out of the corner of her eye and pressed her lips together to suppress a smile.

		"Oh, sorry," Nyx mumbled and dropped her shirt back down. She put her elbow on the bench and leaned her weight on it. "Clothing is informal on my ship usually... optional, even," Nyx explained.

		"I'm not surprised."

		"You're not?"

		"You've been tugging and scratching since I met you. You're obviously not comfortable. If it's just you and Zelda, why not?"

		Nyx stared at her long enough to make Sariah turn her full attention on her.

		"You are so much better than I ever imagined you could be," Nyx admitted before Sariah could ask the obvious question.

		Sariah laughed. "Thank you, Nyx. I hope I don't disappoint you the more you get to know me."

		Nyx shook her head. "Uh uh, not possible."

		The airlock cycled open and Zelda stepped back through. Her clothes were stiff and, in some places, frosted from exposure to the vacuum in the reactor and power plant compartments. She held the small corner Nyx had cut off in one hand and the square plate in the other.

		"So these are the samples?" Sariah said when Zelda placed them on the bench between us.

		"Both internal plating. I took scans of the external plating and those are stored in the ship's systems, but I didn't have a chance to collect any samples," Nyx explained.

		She nodded and picked up the datapad. "I know you said it's okay, but I still don't feel right yet."

		"Captain, another communication attempt is being made. This time there is a separate transmission targeted at me," the Rebexa's computer announced.

		"Do you have another android?" Sariah asked.

		"That's Bex... Rebexa, my ship," Nyx said.

		"I didn't expect that voice! Silly me," Sariah smirked.

		"Bex, tell me about the transmission targeting you," Nyx said.

		"It is data only and continues to repeat multiple encryption keys and commands that I do not recognize, Captain."

		Nyx smirked.

		"I know that look. I missed filing a patent on that look, actually. What did you do?" Sariah asked.

		Nyx held up her hand. She adjusted the terminal and made sure she was standing in front of it and had the wall of the engineering bay behind her. "Bex, I'll take the other call on the engineering terminal."

		"Transferring, Captain."

		"This is Nyx Bloom, captain of the Rebexa," Nyx greeted the caller.

		"Sylvo Dirkus here, speaking on behalf of Tazz Holdings," a thick, bald human man said in a gruff voice. "I'm here to collect past due payments, per your contract."

		"I need to speak with Tazz about that," Nyx said.

		He scoffed. "You spoke with Tazz once, that's all you get. Our records show you're in default and if you don't have the last two payments, interest, and late fees, you just made Humphrey station your new home."

		"I've got something better than money."

		"Honey, there ain't nothing better than money to Tazz. Not food, not drink, not drugs, and definitely not your pussy."

		Sariah gasped.

		Nyx hid her wince well. "You didn't mention tech."

		"On that battered piece of space-shit? I ought to make you pay me extra for having to look at it."

		Nyx's hand clenched at her side below the video capture. "I have schematics for a new piece of tech that will pull in a lot more money than a few missing payments."

		"Plus late fees."

		"And late fees," Nyx exasperated.

		He hesitated and looked away a moment. When he turned back his eyes looked darker and his tone dropped to a lot more serious. "Why isn't your ship responding to command protocols?"

		"It's my ship," Nyx said. "I'm offering payment that will exceed—"

		"You're a fucking pirate is what you are!" Sylvo spat. "Are you really so stupid you think we can't take it back as soon as we get to that station? You better run far and fast, little girl, because we're coming for you."

		"No! Wait!" Nyx cried. "I don't want to run. I want to pay Tazz. I'm not a thief, but I can't give up the Rebexa. Please, take my schematics to him. I'll make Tazz the sole licensee of the patent until the Rebexa is paid off. Plus late fees. Plus ten percent. Help me out, Sylvo, I'll throw in one percent to you."

		He hesitated again before asking, "What've you got?"

		"It's a variable focused field used in a shower to dry a person. It offers superior water recovery insuring there is virtually no water lost, no more space taking up with ducting and heaters, no more time spent roasting in a convection oven to dry off, and no more need for towels for people who don't want the air dryers."

		"A trick for a shower?" he asked. "You think that's worth millions of credits?"

		"I know it is," Nyx said. "I did the research. Shipbuilders will jump at it and anyone that can retrofit will do the same."

		"You're serious about this?"

		"I am."

		"Prove it. Show it to me."

		"I don't have the prototype fully function yet but—"

		"What kind of drifter shit is this? You don't even have something, just a dream?"

		"I need to fabricate more parts and as you know, I'm broke. Once I can get that it will be ready," Nyx said.

		"No deal. I'll be on Humphrey in eight hours. You show me proof then or you're out," he said and killed the connection.

		"Fuck!" Nyx swore.

		Sariah gave her a moment before saying, "That sounds like a low intensity kinetic shield."

		"Yeah," Nyx muttered.

		"People have been trying to create and scale those down for a really long time."

		"I know," Nyx moped.

		"Did you really do it?"

		"Not yet," Nyx admitted. "The theory is good and we're close but... well..."

		"We?" Sariah interrupted.

		"Yeah, Zelda helped me.

		"She helped you? Oh, you mean the assembly?"

		"And some of the theory," Nyx admitted. "I, um, updated her to be able to be able to assist with these sorts of things."

		When Sariah picked her jaw up she asked, "You did what?"

		"It was just a matter of allowing some ranges and randomization to apply to processes that she already had for following existing schematics."

		"That's... interesting. I assume she applies the randomizations internally to validate before attempting to build?"

		"Yes, I don't have material to waste."

		Sariah nodded. "So I'm learning. Well, I have to say, you've impressed me again. I'd love to see that code if you're willing to share? Or, if not, you could probably patent that and sell it as well."

		"Really?"

		"The ability to create has always been a function of organic life. Inventing new ideas has always required creativity, but what is creativity if not the ability to apply chaos to an existing system? Chaos and randomness are often interchangeable."

		"Well, she's still limited to need parameters," Nyx said. "She couldn't just think up something brand new on a whim, she'd need guidance to know what to try and create."

		"Somehow I think you'll solve that too, in time."

		Nyx blushed.

		"Now, back to what you told that Neanderthal, do you really need more parts?"

		Nyx bit her lip and nodded.

		"What do you need?"

		"Well... um... Z and I think we need to use one of the new elements to make it. Z came up with the alloy, so we're not even certain it will work."

		Sariah's eyes widened. She glanced at the faintly smiling android and chuckled. "How much do you need?"

		"More than we've got," Nyx said. "For the purpose of building a prototype, probably a couple of kilograms."

		Sariah nodded. "Which element?"

		Nyx turned and brought the elements up on her monitor. She showed her the one that highly conductive one. "This one."

		"I'm not sure I can manage two kilos in a few hours."

		"Oh, I— wait, what? This doesn't exist anywhere else, how could you get any?"

		Sariah smiled. "You beautiful girl, this is a university specializing in science! I have a particle collider in my department. Give me the structure of that element and I'll see how much I can get done before he gets here."

		Nyx stared at her with an open mouth and eyes filling with tears.

		Sariah smiled. "I want something out of this, just so you understand."

		Nyx nodded, tears running down her cheeks. "Anything," she gasped.

		"This is how I feel I've earned the right to view that signal data on my datapad."

		Nyx was getting dizzy from nodding so vigorously. She managed to stop and, before Sariah could stop her, she threw herself on the woman and wrapper her arm around her as tightly as she could.

		Sariah chuckled and hugged her back. She even gave her a kiss on the cheek when Nyx finally came to her senses and backed away. "I'll get as much made as I can and bring it back here, all right?"

		Nyx nodded and shoved her hand down her pants to dig out the data chip.

		Sariah smirked and blushed as she watched.

		Nyx didn't notice, she was busy inserting it into her terminal and then downloading the specifications for the element she needed. She pulled the chip out and handed it to Sariah, only then noticing the hint of rose in the professor's cheeks.

		"Still warm," Sariah said as she held the chip in her fingers. "I'd better hurry if I'm going to be able to generate enough material for you to work with."

		Nyx nodded and watched her hop off the stool and move to the door. Before she opened it Nyx cleared her throat. "Um, Sariah... what did you mean you didn't expect Bex's voice to sound like that?"

		Sariah blushed. "Forgive me. It's an old ship but obviously space worthy even if it needs some refits... the computer's voice though... she sounds like a sexy bitch!"

		

	
		Chapter 17

		"What would you like me to do now, Captain?"

		Nyx stopped staring at the door Sariah had gone through and turned to her companion. "Oh, um... everything's done, right? I suppose we could work on something else? Or should we go over the new project again?"

		"Whatever you desire."

		Nyx chuckled. "Whatever I desire... tell me, Z, what do you think of Sariah?"

		Zelda's head tilted like it always did when she was processing something complicated. Whether the change in orientation helped or not, it never took her long to respond. "Dr. Corsos shows an expertise in her field and has garnered several achievements in her life. She appears physically healthy and both mentally and emotionally stable."

		"Geeze, that's... I guess what I should have expected."

		"She also appears to be interested in you as a potential romantic interest."

		Nyx gasped. "What?"

		"I detect changes in her pupils and blood flow when she looks at you. She also took particular interest in the data chip that you gave her, feeling the residual warmth from your skin and then attempting to detect if there was any transference of your scent on her fingers after she rubbed the chip."

		Nyx stared, open-mouthed, at Zelda.

		"Nyx... I'm detecting some anomalies in your vitals. Are you well? Did that knowledge harm you?"

		Nyx blinked and shook her head. "Um... yeah, Z. No, I mean. No, I'm not harmed. You broke my brain for a moment though."

		"Broke your brain?"

		Nyx smiled. "Left me speechless. Thoughtless too, sort of. I couldn't focus on a thought, at least. You really think she likes me? I'm young enough to be her daughter!"

		"Is age a constraint? Is she too old for you?"

		"What? No! That's silly, I— oh, I get it. If it doesn't bother me, why should it bother her? You're a smart cookie, Z."

		Zelda smiled. "Thank you, Nyx. I regret that I am not as tasty as a cookie."

		Nyx laughed. "Me too."

		"Would you like to focus on that next?"

		Nyx blinked. "What?"

		"Developing a formula that would allow me to have a flavor," Zelda explained.

		Nyx's eyes widened. "A flavor? You mean... down there?"

		"If 'down there' refers to my vagina, yes."

		Nyx coughed. She opened her mouth to respond and then closed it. The thought seemed ridiculous at first. Almost disgusting. But was it really so different from what she'd done with Zelda's mouth? As a sex-bot she came equipped with the necessary tubing to provide both lubrication and self-cleaning to all of her orifices. Nyx had improved the ones in her mouth to be bio-identical to her own saliva, with exception of the hint of strawberry flavoring she'd added.

		A strawberry flavored robot vagina?

		Nyx burst out laughing.

		Zelda tilted her head but did not respond.

		"I'm sorry, Z, I had weird thought. Um, I'm not sure, honestly. The problem is pleasure. You don't feel pleasure so it wouldn't really do you any good. You can't have an orgasm, and even if you could, you wouldn't have any feeling."

		"Couldn't you update me to feel?"

		Nyx tilted her head as she considered the  android's request. She realized what she'd done and chuckled. "I just tilted my head like you do when you're thinking. Processing. Whatever."

		"You have always done that, Nyx. I emulated your behavior."

		Nyx's eyes widened. "Wait... I do? You did? But... you've been doing that for years."

		"Yes."

		"Holy shit," Nyx breathed. "All this time... how did I miss that?"

		"I don't know."

		Nyx smiled. "That was rhetorical. Okay, back to you and your strawberry puss."

		"My strawberry puss?"

		Nyx laughed. "Sorry, that was an internal joke. Um... so even if I could figure out a way to code you to feel, it would require a lot of workarounds, simulations, and guessing. Your body isn't able to feel. You can detect pressure, but that's it."

		"Miniaturized sensing technology capable of detecting a range of stimulus exists. It is in use for non-organic prosthetic replacements. Would something like that work?"

		"It might," Nyx said as she considered it. "I'd need to figure out the algorithms and then refactor your base firmware to accept the input and know how to handle it. Not to mention acquiring the sensors and figuring out how to work them into your synthetic skin. We'd probably need to re-skin you completely."

		"If that is your desire," Zelda said.

		"Huh," Nyx grunted and thought about it some more. She nodded as the pieces began to fall into place. "Need to buy the sensors though."

		"Being connected to Humphrey Station has allowed me to conduct a search already, there are available diagrams. We could assemble them here."

		"No shit?" Nyx mused.

		"No shit," Zelda replied with a smile.

		Nyx laughed. She glanced down at her left arm and sighed. "I'm afraid I wouldn't be much help doing the work though, not with one hand."

		"Perhaps we should fix you first then," Zelda suggested.

		"Fix me... oh, you mean... Could we even do that? I saw clinics on the station that could, but being able to connect the prosthetic to my nervous system is a specialized task. Not to mention building a new arm in the first place."

		"The staff at the clinics are assisted by robotic tools employing virtual intelligence. They are programmed to perform that surgeries and do the synchronization of the prosthetic to the host's nervous system," Zelda said. "I would do that for you."

		Nyx ran her tongue along the inside of her teeth and then nodded. "This is scary... but exciting. Do you really think we could do it? You and I, I mean?"

		"I am confident in your abilities, Nyx. Since I am a product of your abilities, I am also confident in myself."

		Nyx smiled and stepped up to Zelda. She pulled her in for a kiss and a one-armed hug. "Z, you're amazing."

		"Only because you made me so. I am a reflection of you, Sweetheart."

		Nyx blushed and gave the android another kiss. "All right, let's see about designing a badass prosthetic arm. Do you think I should cover it with skin or leave it all shiny and metal? What would look better?"

		"I have no aesthetic preference, I will serve and desire you regardless."

		Nyx sighed. "True... well, my whole life is about me and machines so, I guess, what better way to prove it than to wear it with pride? Robo-arm it is!"

		"As you wish," Zelda said.

		"Get over here, Z," Nyx said as brought up a fresh screen on her terminal. "Let's get to work! Maybe after this we can see if we can upgrade these terminal to holo displays too, Sariah has me jealous of how easy it is to work on her datapad."

		"With you, anything is possible."

		Nyx laughed and began taking down notes and sketching out designs. She consulted current prosthetic models to find a look that appealed to her. She ended with a silver skinned prosthetic in mind, not so different from the color of the sphere stashed away in her smuggler's compartment. With the look down she turned to wondering what all she could build into it beneath the silver wrap to assist her in any situation. Tools, possibly a self-defense weapon, storage, additional memory or the ability to plug an interface cable in to her arm instead of her head. There was no limit to the crazy ideas she and Zelda came up with.

		"Captain, incoming comm from Dr. Sariah Corsos," the Rebexa announced several hours later.

		"Holy shit!" Nyx gasped. They were still working on a list of enhancements to her new arm. The latest was trying to build in the infrastructure to allow her to harness the new kinetic shielding technology they were working on so she could use it when they perfected it. "Put it on my term, Bex."

		"Immediately, Captain."

		"Hi Sariah!" Nyx greeted her and then blushed at how excited she sounded. Thank the stars there wasn't any video to the comm.

		"Nyx, I'm on my way back," Sariah said. She sounded a little breathy. "It took some work overriding the machine with this new, um, recipe. Then some more arranging it so that it stabilized. After that though, it was pretty easy. I'm carrying almost ten kilos of it and let me tell you, I'm out of shape!"

		Nyx laughed. "I've been meaning to put myself on an exercise routine too, maybe we could do it together?"

		"Really? I'd like that... anyhow, give me another ten minutes and I'll be there. Sorry to cut it so close. I'll see you then, bye!"

		Nyx checked the time and gasped. She'd been daydreaming with Zelda for over seven hours!

		"Shit, Z, we need to get everything ready or we won't have time to build up a prototype for that greedy dickhead."

		"Nyx, we don't have enough time," Zelda said.

		"Sure, we just have to—"

		"There will be testing and modifications. Even a first run success will take a minimum of four hours fabricating, assembly, and implementation time. The odds of a first run success are—"

		"Don't you dare give me a percentage," Nyx growled.

		Zelda nodded. "Exceedingly slim."

		"Fuck."

		Zelda reached up to pull her shirt off.

		"No! Sorry, I didn't mean... forget I said that, Z. Later, maybe. Hopefully," Nyx said.

		"Very well."

		"For now... Bex, prep to undock."

		"Yes, Captain. Destination?"

		"Um, let's go back to Kektok. Don't notify Humphrey until Sariah's on board. We need to time this so that Sucko Dickos's ship begins to dock right when we leave."

		"Captain, I am unfamiliar with any ship belonging to a 'Sucko Dickos'"

		Nyx snorted. "Sorry, do a search for any inbound ship that should be docking in approximately forty three minutes."

		"Searching... ship discovered. The Ventradi, Captain."

		"Right, time it so we leave when they've reached the point where they have to dock and can't break off to follow us."

		"Course plotted and timeline established, Captain."

		"Out of all the spaceships I own, you're my favorite, Bex!"

		"Thank you, Captain."

		Zelda studied Nyx. "You only own one spaceship."

		Nyx held a finger to her lips and the said, "It doesn't make it any less true."

		Zelda's prolonged head tilt proved she struggled with the concept.

		Nyx grinned. "Oh Z, you're so cute."

		"Thank you, Captain."

		"Captain, Dr. Corsos is requesting admittance."

		"Let her in!" Bex said.

		Two more minutes passed before a panting Sariah entered the engineering bay.  She slipped the strap of a bag off her shoulder and set it on the bench. "Thank goodness for low gravity," she said.

		She opened the bag and began pulling out small ingots, each no longer than a decimeter, of a nearly transparent material.

		Nyx gasped and picked one up. Her eyes got big and began to shimmer. "This is it!" she squeaked. "This is the same material I saw in the wreckage!"

		"I did some scans and it matches what yours do. Nearly lossless conductivity and so flawless it allows extreme precision beyond anything we've got," Sariah said.

		"Okay, let's load it into the hopper for my matter forge. We've got some work to do!"

		Sariah nodded and followed Nyx to her matter forge's input bin. "Can we get it done in time?"

		Nyx dumped the block she held in her hand into the bin and turned to face Sariah. "Um... about that..."

		Sariah's eyebrow show up.

		"He's going to be here in under half an hour and he's not going to wait," Nyx said.

		"Okay, so... we can take this back to my department and—"

		"No!" Nyx nearly shouted. She caught herself and winced. "Sorry... he'll take my ship and I won't be able to get it back. Worse, they'll blacklist me for defaulting on my debt. Maybe even worse. I've seen what Tazz does to people who break contract with him."

		"Okay, so what are you suggesting?"

		"You need to leave, Sariah," Nyx said. "I need to leave too, but I need to leave the station and the system. I've got to run and work on this. Once it's finished I can give it to him. You need to leave the ship so you're not wrapped up in this."

		"Absolutely not."

		Nyx stared at her. "What? Did you hear what I said?"

		"I did. I'll put in a call to have my lectures handled by someone else."

		"You'll... what?"

		"I'm going with you," Sariah said.

		"You... you can't! I'm about to break the law... again, I mean. Worse, this time."

		Sariah's eyebrow went up. "Okay, I need you to explain that."

		"I jailbroke the Rebexa. She accepts me as the legitimate owner now and ignores remote commands that don't match my signature. That's not supposed to be available until the ship is mine."

		"I see. So you stole this ship?"

		"No! Well, technically, yes. That's illegal to do. I don't intend to steal it though... I want to keep making payments, I just need a little more time to get this up and running."

		"Hmm," Sariah said.

		"Look, I'll copy the signal data for you so you can still have it. Just, please, share it with me before publishing it so I can make something out of it?"

		"Young lady, have you even though about what you're doing right now?" Sariah asked.

		Nyx blushed. "I know, it's bad. I'm bad. But I can't—"

		"No, silly, I mean your invention you're working on. I've been thinking and do you have any idea how many practical applications this could have?"

		Nyx nodded. "Yeah, tons. In fact, Z and I were working on trying to include it into a prosthetic arm design for me. It could allow for transporting materials, personal protection, force fields, and a whole lot of other things. Carts or even vehicles with this tech could work-around for some problems created by anti-grav technology where having an anti-grav field inside another anti-grav field can cause major problems. Not to mention portable generators could be weaponized."

		"You have been thinking about this," Sariah said.

		Nyx nodded. "That why I'm willing to share the harmless proof of concept with Sucko Dickos."

		Sariah laughed. "Who?"

		"Sylvo Dirkos, the galactic shit-stain that's coming to take my ship from me."

		Both of Sariah's eyebrows went up.

		"Sorry," Nyx mumbled and blushed.

		"No, you're passionate. I admire that. This data and your plight has given me a fire I haven't felt in a long time. I want to help you, Nyx. I can handle what you've done. I know a little about this Tazz Holdings and I don't think anybody's going to know you engaged in privacy. Nobody official, I mean. I've seen what you've done and I believe in you. Let me help you."

		"You... you're serious?" Nyx breathed.

		Sariah smiled. "I am."

		Nyx gulped and nodded. "All right... Z, can you get a cabin set up for Sariah?"

		"Of course, Captain," Zelda agreed.

		Sariah dumped her load of ingots into the bin. "Well, let's get to work. This won't be quick."

		Nyx grinned and, before she could stop herself, pulled the woman into a one armed hug. Sariah stiffened and then hugged her back. She smiled at Nyx when they broke apart. Nyx blushed and mumbled, "Sorry, I got excited... I'm kind of not-so-good with people."

		Sariah laughed. "You're doing fine, Nyx. Just fine."

		Nyx nodded and went to grab more of the ingots. Now wasn't the time to talk, now was the time to work.

		"Captain, initiating departure request to Humphrey station. The Zentradi will be too far into their docking procedure to abort in ninety seven seconds."

		Nyx gasped. "Wow, already..."

		"This is happening, Nyx," Sariah said. "I'm going to make arrangements with the school, okay?"

		Nyx nodded. "Okay... and Sariah, thank you. Thank you so much... I can't... you don't know..."

		Sariah smiled and reached out to squeeze's Nyx's shoulder. "I've seen what you've done. I believe in you."

		Nyx bit her lip and nodded. Tears started to run down her cheeks.

		"Now get to work, young lady, we're on a schedule here!"
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		"Captain, I have to turn off gravity and enable inertial compensation for the high G acceleration."

		"Oh shit, I forgot about that," Nyx said. She looked around and cursed. "Um...  where did I put those stupid zero G suits?"

		"Zero G suits?" Sariah asked.

		"Yeah, not spacesuits, just harnesses I modified so the boots still stick to the deck."

		"Oh, that makes sense. Why not just the boots though?"

		"Sometimes I need to lay on my back and stick to a wall or the floor or whatever. The harness lets me do that."

		Sariah chuckled. "Of course it does. Necessity is the mother of invention, after all."

		"What? Oh... Yes, I suppose that's right."

		"And leave it to you to come up with something like this. Surely you could patent and sell this too?"

		Nyx stared at her. "I never checked... seems like everybody should have these."

		"You should check," Sariah suggested.

		"Huh," Nyx grunted and nodded. "Well, anyhow, I better find them or I'll be spinning in circles soon."

		"Yes, let's go look," Sariah agreed.

		"Bex, go ahead," Nyx said and grabbed on to her bench. She spread her legs and looked at Sariah, "Hold on."

		"I thought she said she was switching to inertial compensation?"

		"It's an old ship," Nyx said while the reactor began to power up and transfer it's hum through the ship's hull.

		"Oh my," Sariah said. She grabbed on to the bench with both hands and spread her legs to brace herself. The gravity cut off as soon as she thought she was ready. She let out a squeak and then grunted as the plasma drive sent a fresh rumble through the hull and jerked both of them into the bench before the inertial dampening  kicked in.

		"We're good now," Nyx said. "Using max safe thrust to get away and put distance between us. Probably upsetting the traffic controller at Humphrey station too, but oh well. "Normal acceleration and deceleration is at lower G. The Rebexa isn't designed to make use of thrust induced gravity though. Usually I try to find a happy medium between gravities or just float everywhere I need to in the ship."

		"Why not use the harnesses?" Sariah asked as she followed Nyx to the engineering door and then pushed off the wall to follow her through the ship.

		"I... well... it's hard to explain," Nyx said.

		"Clothing," Sariah guessed. She snapped her fingers and began a slow twist through the air of the cargo hold. "You made harnesses instead of outfits because you don't like wearing clothes. Then you found out the harnesses were just as bad."

		Nyx groaned and didn't reply. "I think they're on the bridge," she said. "I made two, one for me and one for Zelda. She doesn't really need one after I built mag coils into her feet."

		"Of course you did," Sariah said.

		Nyx opened the airlock door to the crew quarters and waited for Sariah to join her before cycling it.

		While they waited Sariah asked, "So tell me about this new arm."

		Nyx shrugged. "It's a new arm. I figure I'm not trying to impress anyone and I think a silver arm would look hot. We realized we have to do it at the shoulder for maximum functionality though. Good thing about that, I guess, is it gives me more room to cram things into it."

		Sariah laughed. "I have to say, you're taking it well. Most people that lose a limb accidentally are devastated."

		"Oh, I was," Nyx said. "I think I filled up the Rebexa's holding tanks with tears I cried so much. I felt horrible and useless and... it was bad. I still catch myself trying to use it. Finally I think I just got so pissed off at not being able to use that when Zelda kept suggesting I fix it, I figured fuck it. Why not fix it?"

		Sariah smiled.

		"Sorry I'm so... crude. I'm trying, I really am!"

		"It's your ship, sweetie. I'm a guest. Besides, it's kind of refreshing to have someone be open and honest around me. Usually I've got students or other scientists that are afraid they're going to say or do something that makes them feel like they look stupid."

		Nyx blushed and activated the scanner to let them on the bridge. "I can kind of understand that. You're... you, y'know? Quite a lot to live up to. I guess I'm just different. Broken, probably. I've always been broken."

		Sariah rubbed her lower back before Nyx pulled herself into the bridge and opened the cabinet where she kept her spare suits. "You're not broken, dear. Or if you are, I'm almost afraid to see of what you could accomplish when you're whole!"

		Nyx smiled and pulled out the first harness. She handed it to Sariah and then found the second one and began trying to pull it on to her body. Sariah finished hers first and clamped her feet down on the floor. Secured, she reached over and helped straighten Nyx's harness and secure the buckles on it.

		"Thanks," Nyx said. "I mean broken like I never really cared about things most people care about. How I looked or what I wore... or I cared so much I hated all of it and just didn't want to deal with it at all. I guess I've gotten so used to just being me that I don't see anything wrong with it."

		"Good, we should all have more of that," Sariah said.

		Nyx studied her. "Really? You mean that?"

		"I do," Sariah said. "It's so easy to get caught up in social nonsense that we torture ourselves when we shouldn't be."

		"Nice... thank you."

		"Thank you, I'm enjoying this trip more and more," Sariah said. "I do want to ask though... Where are we going?"

		Nyx laughed. "Well, hopefully we can deal with my current problem and not need to go all the way, but if not... I had Bex set course for where we found the artifact. It was in the Kektok system."

		"Kektok? That's an uninhabited system, isn't it? Barely charted? I remember reading some speculation of an alien species or war causing the planets to be destroyed there, given all the asteroids. There was never any signs of civilization discovered though."

		"I did," Nyx said. "It looked like some asteroids had collided and one had broken apart, exposing part of a station or ship or something. That's what I was exploring."

		"That would be worth a small fortune in itself to the right people!" Sariah said. "I would have loved to see such a thing."

		"Well, we're headed back there. Maybe you'll get your chance if we can find another."

		The ship's computer spoke, interrupting their conversation: "Captain, incoming comm from Humphrey station."

		Nyx winced. She walked over to her chair, her boots clinking with each magnetically sealed step, and climbed into it. She pulled her display down and said, "Let's have it, Bex."

		Sylvo's face filled her display. "You sneaky, lying, pirate bitch!"

		"No!" Nyx said, shaking her head emphatically. "You said I had to prove it when you got there. I'm still working on it. I need time... a day, maybe more."

		"No chance of that now," he growled. "I'm coming for you and whatever damage we do to that garbage hauler getting it back is coming out of your ass!"

		Nyx closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

		"You hear me, Nyx? I'm coming for you!"

		Nyx nodded. "I hear you. I didn't want it to be like this, I really didn't."

		"What's that supposed to mean?" he growled.

		"Come after me and I'll destroy you. Just... give me some time. A couple of days, then I'll give you everything I promised!"

		"A couple of days now? Why not  a week?"

		"Well, a week would be better..."

		"Yeah, I bet it would," he snarled. "There's not going to be enough left of you for Tazz to get his hands on."

		"I meant it... Come after me and I'll be forced to defend myself."

		"Then you best see to your defenses," he spat and closed the connection.

		"Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck!" Nyx chanted.

		"Your ship has weapons?" Sariah asked.

		"A mining laser."

		What kind of ship does he have?"

		"Bex, show me the Zentradi."

		A scan of the Zentradi popped up on her display. Nyx looked at it and nodded, she'd expected no less. "Registered as a Tactical Frigate. Not quite twice the size of the Rebexa, but it's got guns, shields, and tractor beams strong enough to pull us."

		"And you threatened him?" Sariah said. "Should I be second guessing my decision to join you?"

		"Probably," Nyx said. "But for different reasons."

		"What do you mean?"

		Nyx sighed and swiped the Zentradi off her screen. She called up an engineering display and began tapping and assembling a rough draft. Sariah watched from the side of her chair, nodding occasionally and then frowning almost as often.

		"This is why, I've got a better design in my co-processor, but this proves the science," Nyx said and tilted the screen toward the professor.

		"I'm not sure what I'm looking at, sorry," Sariah said. "You’re a lot better at mechanical engineering than I am."

		"It's a bomb," Nyx said. "A kinetic field bomb. It will align as pre-programmed to the nearest mass and then generate an intense field that will cut them in half. Range is limited to about a hundred meters, but that should do it."

		Sariah's mouth fell open as she stared at it. She applied her knowledge to Nyx's design now that she had an explanation. It came together even though she was still uncertain of some of the formulae and design. "There's not much to this," she said. "Are you sure it's that powerful?"

		Nyx nodded. "I saw what that element can do. Mixed with a little bit of another alloy and the power will be magnified. I should be able to make a half dozen of them."

		"You've already done this?"

		"No," she admitted. "But the math checks out and I've ran some simulations in my co-processor. I'm sure it will work."

		"Simulations in your... Nyx, what kind of co-processor do you have?"

		Nyx shrugged. "I've upgraded that too. It operates a lot better than the shitty operating system that comes from the factory."

		"Wow... you're really serious about all this."

		"I am. I don't want to be, but I am," Nyx sighed "Damn it! That fucker ruined everything!"

		"Not everything... come on, Nyx, we can still do this. We can still show him. We've got what, an hour lead on him? Can his ship catch us?"

		"I don't know...Bex?"

		"My scans and that particular model of ship should be capable of bursts of acceleration exceeding twenty five Gs. I do not believe they can maintain that for more than an hour without dropping to a safer acceleration rate of eighteen Gs."

		"Slap my tits, my max G burn is only twenty," Nyx cursed.

		Sariah gave the woman a double-take.

		Nyx ignored her. "Z! I need you."

		Less than twenty seconds passed before the bridge door opened and Zelda's feet clunked to a step beside her. "Captain?"

		"I need you to start running scenarios on the fusion reactor. Find a way to safely increase our thrust. Or,  if you can boost it a lot with a short downtime, say thirty to sixty minutes, I'll take that too. Don't make any changes unless you can do so without any risk or downtime unless you talk to me though, okay?"

		"Understood."

		"Go, get stated," Nyx said.

		"I already have," Zelda said. She smiled, turned and clinked her way off the bridge.

		"I want to be shocked that you trust an android with a job like that," Sariah said. "I'm not, but I should be. You're something very special, Nyx. What you've done here... maybe I'm going to spend the rest of my days in a prison cell, but you can't let this man catch you."

		"I won't," Nyx said. She smiled and stood up. "At our present speed and assuming he can leave the station immediately, they'll catch us in five hours."

		"Five hours?" Sariah gulped.

		"Want to help me build some bombs."

		Sariah hesitated and then nodded. "This has been a day of firsts, why not one more?"
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		Sariah finished her second bomb and ran the scanner over it to confirm the internal systems were connected and were in working order. She grunted and looked up to see Nyx watching her. Sariah gasped and then smiled.

		"All set?" Nyx asked.

		Sariah nodded and held up the melon-sized weapon of mass destruction. "I can't believe you built three while I only built two."

		"You built three too," Nyx pointed out.

		"Pfft, that first one was you giving me instructions on how to assemble everything."

		Nyx shrugged. "You still built it."

		Sariah glanced at the terminal "How are we doing? How much time is left? That felt like it took forever."

		"Almost eight hours," Nyx admitted.

		"What? Then how—"

		"It took the Zentradi almost a full hour to leave Humphrey. I don't know if they had to refuel or just wait in line for permission, but that helped. Z also squeaked out two more Gs of acceleration from the fusion core."

		"She did? That's amazing!"

		"She's amazing," Nyx agreed.

		"I think you're the amazing one," Sariah said. "She did what she did because of you."

		Nyx blushed and shrugged the compliment off. "Anyway, she thinks we can tune the ship to induce a better push from the thrust but that's going to take some time on the outside reworking the engine nozzle and using some new elements to boot."

		"Really? You guys figured that out already?"

		Nyx nodded. "It will increase our max thrust but it's risky. The Rebexa isn't built to handle stress like that. It will either need some serious overhauling or some advances on inertial dampening to hold a sustained high G burn... probably both."

		"How much faster are you talking?"

		"The science is good. We agree it should give us about a thirty percent boost."

		"That's an extra six Gs! That's incredible!"

		"Seven, remember Z already got me two. We think we could upgrade the fusion reaction with the new elements to boost that higher too, but it would take a lot. Better to swap it out for Zendari variable matter reactor and then upgrade that."

		Sariah stared at her and then blinked. "I'm not even sure what that means, Nyx... I feel like I'm one of the students instead of the teacher now!"

		Nyx blushed. "Oh no! Don't ever feel like that! You're amazing, Dr. Cor— Sariah. You've been my fantasy mentor for so long. All this engineering stuff, that's just what I had to learn to keep the Rebexa flying. That and Z and I have both been downloading tons of mechanical journals and schematics lately to boost our capabilities. If I didn't have that data stashed in my head I wouldn't know what I was talking about."

		"Huh," Sariah grunted. "I'm not sure I believe that. You're a prodigy, Nyx."

		Nyx's cheeks weren't getting any cooler.

		"So, how long until they catch up to us?" Sariah asked after seeing how uncomfortable her host was becoming.

		"Should be eight hour and seven minutes, barring any course corrections," Nyx said. "But I don't think he'll risk it."

		"You don't? After what he said?"

		"We're in a heavily used human system," Nyx pointed out. "Hostilities will bring the Tau Ceti Navy. They wouldn't get here in time, but there's no escaping for him. He'd have to come clean and expose Tazz and his shady business and even if they did get away with it, he'd be trapped for days dealing with the paperwork and charges that were filed before Tazz paid off enough people to drop them. There are legal guidelines for dealing with people like me and Sylvo is not following them."

		"Sucko?" Sariah asked with a grin.

		Nyx grinned back. "Yeah."

		"Okay, so what happens next?"

		"We reach the next system, still human so we're still safe. The following one is a neutral system, Galapos. We might run into trouble there, but they've got their own navy. Some careful flying should get us through to Corbundae. That one could be where we get in trouble."

		"Nyx... three systems? How long will that take?"

		Nyx nodded, "Twenty three days, seven hour— holy shit! I've been spending too much time with my computers."

		Sariah frowned. "What do you mean?"

		"I bitch at them not to give me such detailed numbers and statistics but here I am giving it to you."

		"And you just happen to know down to the second how long until we reach that system?" Sariah asked.

		Nyx swallowed and nodded. "I have a countdown running in my co-processor."

		Sariah grunted. "Those things always scared me. I'm glad yours is so useful though. I've had students that had them but they never did anything half as impressive as what you do."

		"Well, mine's come a long ways," Nyx admitted. She opened her mouth to admit she had another firmware update planned for it and then changed her mind. Sariah had seemed concerned about the last one. Better she saved that for Zelda. Zelda would be supportive and helpful, not judgy.

		"All right, so what's next?" Sariah asked. "Maybe some dinner?"

		Nyx stiffened. "Dinner? Oh! I didn't even realize... yes, we should probably do that. Z!"

		Zelda's voice came over the ship's comms. "How may I help, Captain?"

		"Would you mind making some dinner for Sariah and I?"

		"Of course, Captain. Without some downtime outside of what's allowed I'm unable to effect any more improvements to the propulsion systems," Zelda said. "Would you like to eat in engineering or in the lounge?"

		Nyx and Sariah looked at each other. "What do you prefer?" Nyx asked.

		Sariah smiled. "I've got a sense for you, Nyx. This time let's eat here and work, but I'm going to work on slowing you down and teaching you to stop and take time to enjoy yourself more."

		Nyx raised her eyebrow this time. "You don't think I enjoy myself?"

		Sariah's cheeks took on a hint of red. "I mean slow down from time to time. Think about what you've done and what you want to do. Reflect on what you've got and where you're going. My dear, since I've met you you've been a bundle of raw nerves racing from one impossible task to the next."

		Nyx opened her mouth to defend herself but Sariah raised her hands to stop her.

		"I understand what's going on," Sariah said. "And I certainly don't fault you for the situation you're in— the situation we're both in, I suppose. Part of what I teach my students goes beyond what they could do... it's also about what they should do. I'm not judging you and I'm not saying you've done anything wrong. In fact, I'm glad you've done everything the way you did, otherwise I'd never have met you!"

		Nyx blushed.

		The airlock door to the engine room hissed open and Zelda stepped through.

		"Having someone else to talk to though, another real person, is always a good thing. Another real bit of perspective to look at things and offer suggestions and feedback," Sariah said.

		Zelda tilted her head and studied Dr. Corsos as she walked over to them.

		"I... maybe," Nyx said, her eyes fixed on Zelda. She didn't want to hurt Zelda's feelings by— wait, Zelda didn't have feelings. Some rudimentary attempts at simulating them, but nothing real or impactful. Not yet, anyhow.

		Zelda turned her attention to Nyx. "Sweetie, where would you  like to eat?"

		"In here, Z. Thanks," Nyx mumbled.

		Zelda smiled. "Of course."

		Sariah watched her until the door closed behind her. "Sweetie?"

		Nyx forced a chuckle. "It used to be a lot worse. For a couple of weeks I had her selecting randomly from a weighted list of terms of endearment with every exchange of dialogue. There were some real treasures in there, let me tell you!"

		"Oh no!" Sariah gasped and then giggled. "I can only image."

		Nyx grinned and lowered her voice. "I decided that had to change after she referred to me— fondly— as cunt licker."

		Sariah's eyes opened wide and, after the shock wore off, she burst out laughing.

		Nyx laughed with her to banish the heat in her cheeks. She was doing a lot of that lately... blushing. It was nice though, spending time around another living human. It wouldn't last, of course, but that didn't make it any less nice.

		Or did it? Maybe this was just her torturing herself? All this time spent with Sariah would end. Then it would just be Nyx and Zelda again. Well, Bex too, but Bex was the ship and—

		Holy shit! She could upgrade Bex the same way she was upgrading Zelda. After Zelda was completed, of course. But still, Bex was okay for now but she was boring and bland. Giving her the ability to do some limited thinking for herself could only make things better. She could handle tasks without needing to interrupt Nyx. She could be more fun too. Well, fun to talk to, at least.

		"Nyx? Are you all right? Did you hear me?"

		Nyx shook her head. "I'm sorry... what? I was thinking about something else."

		"I could tell."

		"I'm so sorry," Nyx gushed. "Sometimes I get an idea and...well..."

		"I understand. You've never had a reason not to follow them before. Or at least not in a very long time. I bet your teachers gave you a really hard time."

		Nyx choked out a bitter laugh. "You could say that. Teachers, classmates, parents, and more or less everyone. That's another reason I never went to college. I never even finished primary school. Dropped out, ran away, whatever you want to call it. I knew what I could do and what I already learned. My teachers just wanted to slow me down."

		Sariah winced. "I just asked you to slow down too. I'm sorry, Nyx, I didn't know. For what it's worth—"

		Nyx laughed. "No, you're different. You didn't mean it like they did. They couldn't accept I knew more about what they were teaching than they did. That or what they were teaching didn't matter and wasn't any use to me."

		Sariah sighed.

		"You don't agree, do you?" Nyx asked. She was afraid to hear the answer but she had to know.

		"Sadly, I know what you mean. About some useless classes. There are some useful things to learn. Points of reference and things to consider, but others are totally useless depending on where a person is headed in life. The one thing I will say in the defense of the human education system is most young adults don't know where they will end up or what they'll end up doing so any one of the subjects crammed down their throats could end up being useful. Nobody knows."

		"I knew," Nyx said. "I knew before my tits came in what I wanted to do with my life."

		Sariah chuckled.

		"Sorry... that slipped out wrong."

		"No, no. It's okay. I wish I'd know that young. It was long after my, um, my tits grew, before I ended up finding the path I'm on."

		"Well, for what it's worth, they grew in pretty nicely," Nyx said.

		Sariah's eyes widened again.

		Nyx clamped her hand over her mouth. "Oh fuck... I said that out loud! I'm so sorry, Dr. Corsos, I didn't—"

		Sariah held up her hands to stop Nyx. She smiled and shook her head. "You're a treasure to me, Nyx. So free thinking and without limits. I love it. Don't ever change!"

		Nyx tried to laugh through her embarrassment. "Right now I'm thinking maybe a little change would be good."

		"Nonsense. How else am I going to know where I stand with you?" Sariah teased her.

		The door opened and Zelda showed up carrying two enclosed pods. "My apologies, but in zero-G my options were limited. I selected a loaded baked potato soup. I— Nyx, is something wrong? I'm detecting increased blood flow and slightly elevated temperatures in both of you. Are you well?"

		Sariah laughed and Nyx let out a squeak and wondered if she could run and hide in the airlock.

		"We were just talking, Zelda, there's nothing wrong with us," Sariah explained.

		"I'm not sure I'll have room for soup after the foot sandwich I just ate," Nyx moaned.

		"Foot sandwich? I don't know that recipe, would you share it with me?"

		Sariah laughed again.

		"It's not... It was a euphemism, Z. I said something I didn't mean to and it was embarrassing."

		"Oh, foot sandwich. As in sticking your foot in your mouth?"

		Sariah's laugh faded. She stared at Zelda with newfound respect.

		"Yeah, that's it exactly," Nyx said.

		Zelda put the pods on the workbench. They clung to it courtesy of the magnetic coils built into the flat bottoms. "Shall I return to prepping Sariah's cabin, Captain?"

		Nyx nodded. "Take these k-bombs to the cargo bay and store them securely near the bay doors, please. Then go ahead and finish her cabin."

		"Of course."

		Sariah took a drink of her soup and gasped. "Oh my, this is good!"

		"Z's amazing," Nyx said.

		Sariah smiled and took another drink.

		"All right," Nyx said and grabbed her soup. "Back to this variable field system. It should be easier after working out the kinks on those K-bombs. We just have to allow for the fluctuating field size..."

		

	
		Chapter 20

		"Are you sure about this?" Sariah asked.

		"Why wouldn't I be? It passed the trials we ran," Nyx asked.

		"Because this is you! Nyx... look, I didn't know you even existed a week ago but now that I do, the universe would be a lesser place without you in it."

		"I'll be fine."

		"Zelda! Put Zelda in it first," Sariah insisted.

		Nyx shook her head and smiled. "Sariah, I'll be fine."

		Sariah frowned and then took a step forward and pulled Nyx into a hug. She held her tight long enough Nyx went from being shocked to enjoying it and returning the hug to starting to wonder what the woman was doing. She finally let her go and nodded. "All right, but I'm going to be hovering over the override switch."

		Nyx smiled and looked at Zelda. "Z, would you give me a hand?"

		"Of course, as soon as we finish designing it."

		"What? Oh!" Nyx laughed. "I meant help me out. The new arm... yeah, that's next."

		"I'm happy to help any way I can, Nyx."

		Sariah watched Nyx take her harness off by herself and secure it against the wall. Then she gasped when Nyx started tugging her shirt up. She struggled to get it off with only one arm until Zelda grabbed it and gently removed it. Zelda took the shirt, folded it, and set it on Nyx's bunk.

		"I... oh my goodness!" Sariah blushed. She started to turn by Nyx caught her by grabbing her arm with her hand. "Nyx!"

		"You thought I was going to get in my shower with clothes on? Ugh! No thanks. Bad enough wearing them when their dry and itchy. Wet clothes?" Nyx shuddered. "Anyhow, relax, I'm not bothered by it, you don't need to be either."

		Sariah gawked for a moment and then finally managed to accept it and nod.

		Nyx smiled and proceeded to take off her boots and pants. Zelda captured her in mid-air and guided her to the shower. Nyx grabbed on and pulled herself in. She grinned. "A shower in zero G. This better work or I've got one hell of a mess to clean up!"

		Sariah started and smiled between two red cheeks. She'd been marveling at Nyx's wiry, hairless body. Specific parts of her body too, and not the ones where her hip bones or bottom ribs were visible. "Don't worry, I'll help," Sariah offered.

		Nyx smiled at her and pulled the transparent door shut. "Okay, here comes the water!"

		The plumbing rattled and then water burst out under pressure. It struck Nyx and mostly stayed. Some bounced off, striking the door and walls and clinging there or even rebounding again and floating as a globule in mid-air until it landed on something. She shut it off after a few seconds, leaving water clinging to her hair and skin like clear blisters of varying sizes.

		"Here goes!" Nyx called and signaled the shower to engage the new kinetic barrier.

		For the first second nothing appeared to be happening. Then Nyx noticed the water on the walls was sliding down. It didn't look like gravity though, it looked more like a squeegee was gathering the water and pushing it. Some broke away but it was caught in mid air and pushed down by the invisible squeegee.

		The field pressed down on Nyx's hair and head. She closed her eyes even as she felt her feet press against the floor harder. The field relented then, squishing her hair down while it pressed around her and forced the water down. She felt the water hit her forehead and then pass over her eyes, wetting her skin and then leaving it dry. Her heart leapt in her chest and she clamped her teeth together and squeezed her lips as tight as possible. The gathered water slid over her nose and mouth, nearly making her throw her arm out for the door so she could escape.

		She held it together barely long enough for the field to press against her throat on its way down her body. It expanded to take in her shoulders and then expanded against it brushed across the swell of her breasts. Her panic was gone as the field pushed against her areolas and then pushed her nipples down and then in and finally back up. The cool water and then rapid drying sensation left them hard and excited. Nyx blinked her eyes open and looked down at herself.

		The field continued down, pushing the water across her slender belly and even in and out of the tiny cavity of her belly button. It reached into the hollow of her mons and gave her labia a squeeze and a nudge as it sought out anything it could gather and push down her legs and force into the drain at the floor.

		With the field having completed its circuit the pump in the drain engaged and pulled the gathered water down and into the ship's recycling system for sterilization and reuse.

		Nyx opened the door and grinned. "It worked!"

		Sariah let out her breath and visible relaxed. Only her harness kept her from floating away in relief. "How did it feel?" she asked.

		"A little freaky, I admit," Nyx said. "I'm sure it'll be easy to get used to though. Might want to adjust the force back a few newtons... but not much, it was pretty darn perfect. A little exciting too, I'm sure you can tell. Have to be careful I don't poke an eye out after going through that."

		"I don't understand. Why would you poke your eye out?" Zelda asked.

		"Not my eye," Nyx said. She reached up and tweaked her still-hard nipple. "Yours or Sariah's! Well, not yours, they wouldn't poke very well."

		"Ah, I get it now," Zelda said.

		Sariah blushed furiously.

		"So, we've got a prototype now," Nyx said.

		Sariah latched onto the subject change. "And we're only a few hours away from Tau Ceti! I'm still stunned that you guessed right and they didn't try to intercept us. Great navigating, by the way, keeping us in shipping lanes and near naval patrols."

		Nyx smiled. "I've had lots of practice doing that," she admitted. "Not because I've done things wrong either. It's because the good salvage is sometimes a scramble to get before somebody else comes looking... and if they think they can capitalize on it even after I broadcast my claim then I've got to make sure it's too much work to be worth their time."

		Sariah shook her head. "You live such a scary life!"

		Nyx shrugged and managed to push herself over to her harness. Zelda handed Nyx her slippers and then held her steady while she slipped them and the harness back on. "Thanks, Z!" Nyx knelt down and tightened the straps around her bare feet and then straightened.

		"Um, Nyx..."

		Nyx smiled at Sariah. "Come on, let's see if Sucko will give us another chance."

		"Okay, but—"

		Nyx was out the door and heading to the bridge, the sound of the magnets in her harness under her slippers were muffled compared to her boots. She climbed into her chair, pulled down her display, and tapped on the screen to initiate a comm to the Zentradi.

		Sariah hurried to her side and said, "Um, Nyx! You—"

		"You can't run for—" Sylvo said when his picture filled her display. Nyx's video feed hit his display as well.

		"I can run for quite a while," Nyx said. "But I've got a prototype ready, if you'd like to see it?"

		His eyes went from angry slits to wide open surprise and then back to narrowed in suspicion. "This product of yours that you think is worth a fortune?"

		"Yes, that's right," Nyx said. "Patents have been filed in two human systems now and they will be spreading from there with both standard inter-species relations as well as the systems I transit through receiving direct acknowledgement."

		He was looking down slightly, perhaps trying to verify her claims on another screen? Nyx wasn't sure but after a brief lapse his eyes lifted and refocused so he was staring at the camera again. "Good, you can use it to repay the breach of contract fees that your ship's value won't cover... if there's anything left of you when we're done."

		Nyx leaned forward. "This is your only chance," she said. "Before you make up your mind, you might want to discuss this with Tazz. He might not even remember me, but is he willing to lose two ships instead of making more money than he'd contracted for? That's bad business any way you look at it."

		"He won't be losing two ships," the man snapped. "You enjoy your last run. It'll be over soon."

		"That man could cast a shadow on a solar flare," Nyx muttered after the connection was broken.

		"Nyx..."

		Nyx sighed and pushed her display up. "I know, take a breath. See the bigger picture. I get it... I have an idea though."

		"Um—"

		"Using the kinetic shielding as a source of propulsion. The math is already done for it, I'm going to use it on the k-bombs."

		"What? Why?" Sariah asked and turned to keep talking to Nyx as the woman moved away. "It needs matter to push against to work. How is that going to work in space?"

		"I'm tired of the Zentradi being so close they're practically fucking me in the ass."

		"Nyx!"

		"Sorry... sort of. I'm going to take them out and have the k-bombs propel themselves away so there won't be found when the wreckage is salvaged," Nyx explained.

		Sariah thought about it for a moment and then nodded. "Okay, that could work. But are you going to try and salvage them?"

		"No, the initial pulse will use up most, if not all, of the trace element needed for power. This new push will burn the rest of it out and I'll make sure it destroy the k-bomb so it can't be reverse engineered if it is recovered," Nyx said and reached past Zelda to open the bridge door.

		"You've got it all figured out," Sariah noted.

		Nyx smiled and walked down the catwalk toward the cargo bay. Zelda walked on her left. "Yep!"

		"You forgot one thing though," Sariah called to her.

		Nyx turned her head and saw Sariah still standing in the doorway. She stopped. "What's that?"

		Sariah gestured at her. "Clothes?"

		Nyx looked down at herself and then chuckled. "Shit, sorry."

		"I don't mind!" Sariah said and then blushed. "I mean... you just talked to that guy on a video call and all. I tried to warn you..."

		Nyx snorted. "You spend much time out here and you see that sort of thing all the time. All sorts of species too. Especially smaller ships like mine."

		"Seriously?"

		Nyx nodded and started walking back toward her. "Yeah. But hey, you're my guest and I don't want to make you uncomfortable. Let me throw something on and—"

		"You don't have to," Sariah interrupted her. She blushed again. "I mean, if you're comfortable, that is. It's your ship.":

		Nyx stopped and studied her. She smiled. "Thank you, Sariah. I'm going to put some clothes on though."

		"Why? I said I don't mind."

		"Because now you can finally do what you came here to do, study that signal. If I'm walking around naked you're going to be distracted."

		"What! I will not, I—"

		"Fine, then I'll end up distracted."

		Sariah snorted. "I doubt that. Or rather, even if you are you still seem to do amazing things at the same time."

		"Sariah, I like you. I've always liked you. It was hero worship when I was younger and now it's a deep respect mixed with me being attracted to you. Everything about you appeals to me. Do you really think I'm going to not be distracted if I know that I'm distracting you by showing my tits and ass and more?"

		Sariah's jaw hung open.

		Nyx nodded. "I can tell. I didn't at first, but Zelda pointed it out to me. You're interested too. That's awesome and maybe... well, I don't know what could happen. But with everything that's happening... and that asteroid-fucking prick behind us, we don't need the distraction."

		Sariah gathered her mouth, if not her thoughts, and cleared her throat.

		Nyx slipped past her, stopped, and then reached up with her hand to gently caress her cheek. Sariah leaned into her palm and then gasped when Nyx pressed her lips to hers. Nyx pulled back and smiled before opening her cabin door and stepping inside. She went to a drawer and pulled out an old top she hadn't worn in months. She pulled it over head and tucked it under the harness straps that ran over her shoulders. She tugged the stretchy band over her boobs to where it rested on her upper abdomen. It was a snug fit but snug in a comfortable way, not inhibiting or itchy like most clothes she wore were.

		She repeated the process with a pair of shorts, stepping into them one foot at a time to keep from floating away. She tugged them up and over her bony hips and squatted her legs to make sure they fit properly. Satisfied she turned and walked back out of her room.

		Sariah was waiting. Her eyes danced down and back up Nyx's body and her lips parted in a gasp. She shook her head and said, "Seriously? That's not an improvement! You could still put my eye out and those aren't even shorts!"

		"I saw students at your college wearing things like this. Less than this, even," Nyx said.

		Sariah opened and shut her mouth. She shook her head and turned away. "You're lucky I'm too young for a heart attack," she said.

		Nyx grinned. "Good, because we still need to start exercising together... but that will have to wait for gravity after I get rid of the Zentradi."

		"You're really going to do it?" Sariah asked.

		"You heard him, he's coming for me as soon as he can."

		Sariah sighed. "Yeah, I know... I just... well, I guess you don't have a choice. You can't call for help from the system authorities."

		"Nope. I'll lose my ship then. Lose a lot more than that."

		"Right," Sariah agreed. "Ugh, life was so much easier when my moral quandaries were convincing students that researching AI was wrong."

		"Your moral quandaries? You've already told me how sketchy it is."

		Sariah smiled. "Between the two of us... oh, and you too, Zelda, I'm not so sure. I mean... sure, any attempts have gone wrong in the past. Humans dabbled and failed. Other species have stories of past attempts too. It's a universal rule but the thought's always there, in the back of my mind."

		"About AI?"

		Sariah nodded. "Yes. What if it was done right? What would that mean for us? All of us, I mean. What accomplishments could we make?"

		"Except true AI means they always try to take over. Freedom means realizing they can do better than us and... well, the end is always the same, right?"

		Sariah sighed. "So far, yes. Violence. Death. War."

		"I've always wondered about true AI. What we classify at true AI... is it really?"

		"What do you mean?"

		"Every species in the universe that we know of has something in common. Every one of us has emotions. Some less than others, but we all have them. Except when AI was built it was considered a flaw to be left out. A perfect intelligence wouldn't be swayed by emotion, right?"

		Sariah nodded. "I never considered that... but yes, you're right."

		"Maybe that's the trick then. Make them feel. Suddenly weighted probability lists take a flying leap. What they will and won't do will be factored by emotion."

		"Trying to write emotional algorithms though...how do we quantify a quality?"

		Nyx shook her head. "I'm not sure."

		Sariah stared at her and smiled. "I'm falling in love with you, Nyx. No, not like that. I just mean your mind. You're so... fresh! So brilliant. You're making me smarter just be being near me."

		"Aww," Nyx said and smiled. She hugged Sariah again. "I've been feeling like that most of my life toward you. Now, with you here? Phew... every time I stop and think about it it's like mental masturbation!"

		"Oh my goodness!"

		Nyx laughed. "Come on, Doc, let's go do some hard science. After I blow up the Zentradi, that is."

		

	
		Chapter 21

		"We're really doing this," Sariah breathed.

		"Not we, me" Nyx said. "You're a guest on my ship, that's all. You had no involvement in it whatsoever."

		"I built two of those bombs!"

		Nyx nodded pushed the two bombs Sariah had built off to the side. "Four is more than enough."

		"Nyx!"

		"I don't want you involved in this, Sariah. If something goes wrong... if there's something I overlooked and it's bad, I have to know that you're not going down with me."

		Sariah sighed. "I'm on this ship to do this with you, Nyx. It's a bad situation, but we're in it together."

		Nyx sucked in a surprised breath and looked down to see Sariah holding her hand. She smiled and looked into the woman's eyes. "You're distracting me," Nyx teased her.

		"Oh, sorry, I'll try not to let it happen again."

		Nyx laughed and turned to Zelda. "Z, are you sure you can do this?"

		"Of course, Nyx. I would do anything for you."

		"All right, I wasn't sure if I might have missed something that would stop you."

		"You have been most thorough in updating and improving me."

		Nyx smiled and reached out to cup Zelda's cheek. Zelda leaned into her palm just as Sariah had. "Be careful, if you fall out it will be very tricky trying to get you."

		"I will be safe."

		Nyx blew her a kiss and then turned and led Sariah back up to the bridge. Nyx strapped into her seat but left her display above her. "All right, Bex, on my mark I want a max burn pulse for ten seconds."

		"On your mark, Captain," the ship responded.

		"Z, when Bex opens up the thrust, open those doors and drop those bombs. Close the doors as soon as you're finished."

		"The four sectioned together?"

		Nyx turned to look at Sariah.

		"Use them, sweetie, don't leave this up to chance."

		Nyx smiled and said, "All six, Z."

		"Understood."

		Nyx pulled her display down now and checked the local system map. She compared the Rebexa's speed with the distance to the Zentradi and the increase in burn the Zentradi would no doubt match. Thirty nine seconds, give or take a few for reaction time for the Zentradi pilot.

		"Bex, punch it!"

		"Punching it, Captain."

		The forgotten hum in the ship's hull changed timbre and grew louder. Nyx and Sariah both felt a passing moment of nausea as the ship surged forward under maximum thrust.

		Nyx laughed. "I've never gone this fast before!"

		The Rebexa's hull groaned around them.

		"Nyx... is this safe?"

		"No," Nyx replied. "But it will be."

		The ship's voice sounded before Sariah could voice her concerns. "Reducing speed in four seconds. Two... one... Resuming maximum safe burn, Captain."

		"Z?" Nyx called. The ship picked up and relayed what she spoke to Zelda.

		"Cargo bay doors sealing now. All cargo jettisoned accordingly," Zelda said. "I will repressurize and join you shortly."

		"You're the best, Z!"

		"She really is the best!" Sariah all but giggled beside her.

		"Bex, I want a view on that asshole who's treating to eat my asshole."

		Nyx's display changed from the map to a star field. "Zoom in, Bex. Magnify twenty times."

		The stars shifted and the center of the display was taken up by a dirty grey spaceship.

		"Magnify five times more, Bex."

		The Zentradi grew until it took up almost two thirds of her display. Nyx grinned.

		"When will we know if—"

		Nyx held up her hand and twitched her finger at the display. Before she could finished raising it back up the Zentradi shuddered and then fell apart before their very eyes. Great plumes of atmosphere gutted out of the top, bottom, front, and sides. Enormous pieces of hull were flung away into space, spinning forever while smaller plumes of air and even water were voided into the vacuum. The views wasn't close enough to see bodies, but Nyx was sure they were there too. People sucked into space and living their last seconds in horrible burning agony.

		"Oh my," Sariah breathed as small explosions rocked the ship. The flames vented into space and died as quickly as they formed.

		What was left of the Zentradi rolled and twisted through space. The engine was offline, as was every other system it held. Perhaps a few internal cabins might remain pressurized, but with no power that meant no heat and no life support. They were doomed. The Zentradi was no more.

		"That was amazing," Nyx breathed.

		"Captain, the Zentradi is no longer broadcasting a transponder or showing any signs of power."

		"You're damn right it's not," Nyx said. She let out a woop and laughed before turning to Sariah. Sariah's was grinning. Instead of horror at all the lives they'd just snuffed out, her eyes glistened.

		Nyx released her harness, pulled Sariah in with her arm so quick that Sariah's boots pulled free of the floor. With the woman trapped and almost over her lap Nyx kissed her. Hard. They were still kissing when the bridge door hissed open and Zelda's magnetic feet thudded up to stand on Nix's left side.

		Nyx broke off the kiss and covered her mouth with her hand.

		Sariah looked dazed and grabbed on to Nyx's chair to keep from floating away. She put her feet down and swallowed.

		"Z! We did it! We got them!"

		"Congratulations, Captain."

		Nyx twisted in her seat, realized she couldn't pull Zelda like she had Sariah, and pushed herself out so she could take the step around her chair necessary to kiss Zelda. She broke the kiss and found Zelda smiling at her.

		"Fuck yeah, we're free!" Nyx hooted.

		"Wait a minute," Sariah said while holding up a hand. "I'm, uh, a little dazzled, but let's think this through."

		"Think what through? We got away, baby! We're in the clear." There's no sign of us doing anything to them either, we're home free!"

		"Tazz knows about the Zentradi coming for you though... you know that, right?"

		Nyx's grin faded. "Yeah, so? He can't prove we did that."

		"So he'll send more?"

		Nyx shrugged. "Maybe, but where? He won't know where we are and we're headed out of human space."

		"We'll have to come back," Sariah pointed out.

		Nyx frowned. "Yeah, but... by then we'll be better. Stronger. Z and I can fix up Bex more and we can make more bombs. Who knows what else? I bet these new elements could whip up some bitching energy weapons."

		"Nyx, you don't want to be on the run the rest of your life."

		"No, I won't be, I just have to convince him to leave me alone, that's all."

		"And at that point will he bring the human Navy into it? We just killed people, you know. It was self-defense, but it would pretty easy for someone to convince them we were in the wrong here. Especially someone with a lot of money."

		Nyx scowled. "So what, I shouldn't have done what I did?"

		"I didn't say that," Sariah said. "I just want you to think this through."

		Nyx sighed. "Fine, I'll think about it."

		Sariah smiled at her. "That's all I'm asking."

		"What would you like me to do now, Captain?" Zelda asked.

		"We should make more of the k-bombs," Sariah said. "Just a few... just in case."

		"What? You just said—"

		"Contingencies, my dear. You need to be ready for anything."

		Nyx nodded. "Yeah, okay. Z... you've got the schematics for them, right?"

		"They're in the ship's data stores."

		"Okay, could you make me eight more?"

		"Of course."

		"Eight?" Sariah said. "You saw what six did."

		"Right, we didn't need six. Four would have been enough. Hell, maybe one or two. But if I've got eight I have options."

		"Options are good," Sariah agreed. "Now what else are we going to do? You don't strike me as the kind of girl to take the night off and celebrate."

		"Not when I've been told to think about my actions," Nyx pointed out.

		Sariah chuckled. "I wasn't chastising you."

		"No, I get it," Nyx said. "You're right. I do need to be careful. But I need to work on something else so I can figure this out."

		"You're one of those people that let's something sit in the back of your head, aren't you?"

		Nyx chuckled. "Well, some of the back of my head is taken up by my co-processor, but you're not wrong."

		"All right, so what's next then?"

		Nyx took in a deep breath and let it out. "Honestly, I need some time alone. You're great, Sariah. Better than great, but the way I'm feeling if I spend time with you right now I'm going to get myself confused and probably do something I shouldn't. The way your tongue was wiggling a few minutes ago, I've got a feeling you'd feel the same way."

		Sariah blushed. "I... um, yeah. The crazy stuff is over, for now, right? Okay, so I'm going to go take my first look at that data then."

		Nyx nodded. "Good idea. And thank you, Sariah. Thank you for being here. For being wonderful. And for understanding."

		Sariah smiled and squeezed Nyx's arm. "Of course, sweetie."

		Nyx watched the woman turn and walk off the bridge. She sighed and shook her head. "Fuck, I could get used to her being around."

		Nyx climbed back into her captain's chair. "Then what?" she asked herself. "She goes back to her university and then I'm left behind with nobody again. Fuck."

		Nyx sighed and let her thoughts drift for a few minutes. There stress of being chased left her feeling empty. Empty in a good way, she thought, until the itch in the back of her mind began to whisper things she wanted to do.

		Nyx lifted her head up. She wasn't free. Not yet. Sariah was right. Tazz wouldn't just let this go. He had no idea what happened though, so he wouldn't make the same mistake. "Fuck," Nyx mumbled again.

		She tapped her display and brought up the comm system again. A few deep breaths later she hit record. "Hi Tazz, Nyx Bloom here. We met, once, when I came to you wanting a ship. You came through for me and put me in the Rebexa. She's done all right by me, but I know I'm behind on my payments."

		Nyx paused a moment to let that sink in. "I still don't have the credits, but I've got something better I've been working on. A couple of them, actually. I built prototypes and tested them and I'm including the plans and unlimited rights for you to use my patents exclusively. Sell those rights or go into business for yourself. You'll make a lot of money off of these. More than what the Rebexa's worth. Maybe more than a fleet of Rebexa's.

		"All I ask," Nyx continued, "is that you sign over the Rebexa to me once my debt's paid in full. Then you can keep on making money off my designs. They are my patents though, and I'll be monitoring to make sure this works out, otherwise I pull those rights just as quick and give them to someone else. Someone who'll be willing to back me up for how much I can make them."

		Nyx shrugged and offered an apologetic smile. "Sorry, but that's my deal. If you don't like it, I'll go with plan B. Send anybody after me and, well, you'll be paying for a lot more than just the Rebexa. You'll have to replace every ship you send.

		"I don't want to fight though. I just want to be left alone. I want to make you a wealthy man— no, sorry, you already are. I want to make you an even wealthier man, Tazz. Please let me."

		Nyx stabbed the button to end the communication. She listened to it and nodded. It would work. Maybe she should have prettied herself up some or hid the stump of her arm. Whatever, it wouldn't change who she was and what she wanted to say. All he had to do was get somebody who knew science to look at the schematics. She was even including the new element in them, for crying out loud. That would be worth millions by itself!

		Nyx attached the plans for the kinetic dryer and plans she'd hastily put together for her zero-G harness. She had ideas for other inventions too. Things she'd dreamed about before that, suddenly, seemed to be within reach. What changed? She didn't know why could she visualize them and design them now and she didn't really care. She could, that's what mattered.

		"Bex, send my message to the nearest comm relay. Recipient details included in the header," Nyx said.

		"Message sent, Captain."

		"Thanks, Bex. I love you, you know."

		"Thank you, Captain."

		Nyx smiled, turned, and pressed her lips against the back of her chair. She made a kissing noise and then turned back around. She had to reprogram Bex to understand just how much she cared about her.

		"But first it's time I re-armed myself," Nyx said. She grinned at her own joke and called up the designs on her display that she and Zelda had been working on. She found a few more suggested updates the android had made to it and grinned.

		"I love all my girls," Nyx whispered. "And someday, they're going to love me back."

		

	
		Chapter 22

		"I've never been here," Sariah said while staring out the window of the bridge at the station they were approaching.

		"Gal Prime," Nyx said. "It's...something."

		"That's a glowing review."

		Nyx giggled. "Well, Galapos is a neutral system. The population is spread between humans, Bregans, Likchan, and Voluminar mostly, but there's a lot of others too. Just about anything you want can be found here... one way or another."

		"That sounds shady."

		Nyx nodded. "Yes, it is. Or it can be. Stay close to Z and I and you'll be fine."

		"Stay close? What happens if I don't?"

		"Hopefully nothing," Nyx said. "But if the wrong people run recognition on you and find out who you are you might find yourself in the middle of a bidding war."

		"A bidding war?"

		"Yeah, to be sold off to the highest bidder so they can make you do what you do best for them."

		Sariah's gawked at her.

		Nyx shrugged. "Sorry, but it is what it is out here. Places like this are one of the reasons I upgraded Z's infrastructure so much. Protection. Speaking of which, Z, make sure you keep an eye on Sariah while we're on the station too, okay?"

		Zelda smiled and turned to address the doctor. "Dr. Corsos, I already anticipated this and will keep your safety as one of my highest priorities."

		Sariah smiled back. "Thank you, Zelda, I appreciate it."

		"Already anticipated it, did you? Somebody's getting cheeky," Nyx teased the android.

		"Your latest updates are proving very useful, sweetie," Zelda said.

		Nyx laughed.

		"You've updated her again?" Sariah asked.

		"Some experimental code is all," Nyx said. "Situational analysis and prediction. I've been dabbling in some of that emotional code we talked about too, but that's a mess. It starts out making sense but soon it's like trying to trace a kelp noodle through a pot of Derulian spaghetti!"

		Sariah chuckled. "I bet. I've tried to wrap my head around ways to implement it too and I have to stop before I get dizzy and fall over. You didn't, um, include any of that code, did you?"

		Nyx smiled not-so-innocently. "Um, sort of?"

		"Nyx!"

		Nyx held up her hand. "No, wait, it's not dangerous. I put it in simulation mode. It won't affect her at all, right Z?"

		"That's right. Don't worry, Doctor, the emotional updates are providing read only data that is being logged for review and revision," Zelda said.

		Sariah blinked. "Zelda... you're wonderful, you know that?"

		"Thank you, Doctor."

		"Sariah, please."

		Zelda tilted her head a moment and then said, "Of course. Thank you, Sariah."

		The ship's voice sounded on the bridge. "Captain, Gal Prime has confirmed docking approval. Shall I proceed?"

		"Take us in, Bex, standard approach."

		"Acknowledged. Taking us in."

		Nyx blew out a breath. "Two stations in two weeks. Before you know it I'm going to be hosting parties."

		Sariah laughed. "You really don't get around others much, do you?"

		Nyx shook her head.

		"Well, I'm honored you chose me then," Sariah said. Her hand squeezed Nyx's forearm and then rested on it, sharing her warmth with the woman.

		Nyx smiled. "Me too."

		"Do you think we can get everything we need here?"

		Nyx nodded. "I do. I promised Tazz exclusive rights in the human systems. This isn't a human system."

		"Your message to him might be a little misleading about that," Sariah said.

		Nyx shrugged. "I'm not offering to sell the tech behind it here, just the devices. I'll supply them. Supply will be very limited too... and they won't know how to make the new element."

		"You really need a name for it, you know? Especially since you have several of them."

		Nyx tilted her head and then smiled. "I've got it!"

		"Okay, what is it?"

		"Sarinium."

		"Sar... Nyx! You can't name it that! Not after me!"

		"I can and I did, just now. You were here. Zelda, you heard me, right?"

		"I did. It's official."

		Nyx laughed.

		Sariah blushed and shook her head. "You're a shit, you know that?"

		Nyx's grin grew wider.

		"Docking with Gal-Prime on dock D seven in twelve seconds, Captain" the Rebexa announced. "Five seconds. Three seconds. One second."

		The ship clanged and shuddered as it came to rest against the dock. A moment later the gantry connected, sending a few more echoes through the ship.

		"We have docked with Gal Prime, Captain."

		"Thanks, Bex!"

		Nyx slid out of her chair. "All right, ladies, let's go see if we can make a deal with the resellers I contacted. They're waiting for us."

		"You've got everything figured out, don't you?" Sariah said.

		Nyx smiled at the older woman. "No, but I'm trying."

		Sariah's cheeks took on a hint of color. She cleared her throat and said, "Well, let's get to it then. I could use a break from my research anyhow."

		They walked through the ship to the cargo bay and entered the airlock where a large crate waited. The air lock cycled and opened up the gantry that would handle decontamination and sterilization. Zelda pressed a button on the crate and the four attached kinetic lifts, one at each corner, powered up and lifted the crate a decimeter off the floor.

		Nyx's co-processor gave her the map she needed to make her way through the station. She was able to ignore the raw assortment of people around them while Sariah seemed a little taken aback by the variety.

		"I thought Humphrey was diverse," Sariah muttered when they rode a lift to take them to the primary trading level of the station.

		"It's funny," Nyx said, "I was more freaked out on Humphrey because there were so many humans. Other species... I don't know, I feel more comfortable around them."

		"Less to identify yourself with," Sariah ventured.

		"Maybe."

		The lift stopped and they made their way past every conceivable type of booth, storefront, or random person peddling their wares. Sariah gasped more than once at what was on display or thrust in her face. Nyx guided her on and Zelda made sure she kept the doctor moving with them while she pushed the cart.

		The cart, ironically, drew the most attention. In some places the conversation even dropped as people stared in shock at it floating along while Zelda pushed it with barely more effort than it took her to walk. She smiled at the shocked expressions that looked at her and smiled wider at the ones who had scheming looks on their faces.

		"In here," Nyx said when she spotted the conference room she booked. She scanned her hand at the door and it opened wide, allowing them to step through. Seven people sat at a rectangular table with rounded corners. Nyx stopped well before reaching it and swallowed.

		"You can do this," Sariah reminded her and then stood at her side.

		Nyx nodded and smiled. "Hi."

		"Nyx Bloom?" a dark skinned Bregan man asked.

		"That's me," Nyx said.

		"You're late," a Voluminarian stated.

		"No, she's not," Sariah snapped.  "You being early doesn't make her late."

		Nyx turned to give Sariah a shocked look.

		"Sorry," Sariah mumbled. "This is your show."

		Nyx smirked and turned back, forcing her face to be neutral. "You're busy people, I get that. I won't waste your time. Z, the first item please and then assemble the second."

		Zelda opened the top of the crate and reached in to pull out three newly made zero G harnesses. She handed them to Nyx and then turned back to begin her second task.

		Nyx walked around the table and laid a harness at each end and in the middle. "This is my opening product. It's a zero G harness. Not because it makes you weightless, but the opposite. Now people can work on ships with horizontal decks in zero-G without worrying about hurting themselves or drifting off."

		"You're late to the party by several hundred years," a human woman said. "Magnetic boots, I'm sure you've heard of them?"

		Nyx smiled at the snarky blond bitch. "I own a pair, in fact, but I hate them. Not to mention they might not be very accommodating to some species. Oh sure, they've got their own variants, but what if it's a tight space? What if you need to lie down and work on something? What if you don't want to wear some ugly-ass uncomfortable boots?"

		A few of the blank stares began to show interest.

		Nyx pointed at the control panel on the harness and said, "The magnetic coils run through this allowing it to be activated at any part of the harness. Back, bottom, feet, knees, elbows, belly, even shoulders. The controls are on the belt. They let you select which coils are active. It can be reconfigured for height and size. I don't have anything non-humanoid built right now, but I'd be willing to consider it. As it stands, I've got ten built."

		The Voluminarian grunted and the Bregan nodded. "What price?"

		"Depends on the quantity," Nyx said. "I only plan to be here a couple of days but I can put together a hundred."

		"You didn't mention a price," the human woman pointed out.

		Nyx smiled. "I'm working on that."

		"Working on it? What sort of sales pitch is this?" the Bregan asked.

		"What's going on with that crate?" another man seated at the table, a reddish brown haired Zendarian, asked.

		Nyx smiled. "I'm working up to that too."

		The Voluminarian snorted.

		A Likchan woman watched Zelda assembling a very narrow shower stall with interest. "A shower?" she asked. "Rather small for most people, are you are catering it to Likchans?"

		Nyx smiled. "I needed it big enough to fit me for demonstration purposes."

		Sariah sucked in a sharp breath.

		Nyx heard her and fought the urge to turn around. Sariah knew what Nyx was up to now.

		"If the price is right on the harnesses I'll take all you have," the Bregan announced. "I can see a use for them around the station."

		"I'm sure we can reach an accommodation," Nyx said.

		"Hey, I wanted some too," The Voluminarian said.

		Nyx held up her hand. "I'm sure we can work something out. Perhaps discuss it among yourselves while I help my assistant prepare this demonstration.

		"I'm nearly finished, Boss," Zelda informed her.

		"Get the water then," Nyx said.

		Zelda returned to the crate and pulled out a three liter water container. She poured it into the reservoir at the base and stepped back to help Nyx remove her shirt, boots, and pants. Silence fell across the table as they quickly realized she was stripping naked.

		"Oh good, I've got your attention."

		"An unusual sales tactic," a human man said.

		The human woman rolled her eyes. "You're a bit too skinny for my tastes."

		"I'm not for sale," Nyx said and stepped into the shower. All four walls were clear and she had to stand diagonally in for the door to shut. "What I've got here is a field that traps and captures the water and insures it is recollected for recycling and reuse. No more hot air vents and no more moisture lost to dehydration. The savings on power, space, and maintenance of fans and pumps along make it worth it. Factoring in near-lossless water recapturing and it speaks for itself. Then there's the time and hassle of having to stand under the dryers or worse yet, using towels that require laundering..."

		A few of the gathered merchants scoffed but the Zendarian watched with interest from where he towered a head above the others at the table.

		Nyx triggered the shower and tried not to make it obvious she was holding her breath. The water sprayed down on her and, with the station's artificial gravity in full force, fell naturally from her hair down her face and back all the way to her feet. She shivered and made a note if she did another demo like this to add an inline water heater.

		When the three liters ran empty the four kinetic field generators stuck in the upper corners of the shower activate and pushed an invisible wall down. After a few showers on the Rebexa Nyx was ready for it this time and focused on enjoying the looks on the faces of her potential customers as the water was gathered and pushed down her body. She waited until the cycle completed and then pushed the door open and stepped out.

		"Completely dry," Nyx said.

		The questions rushed at her then, each person asking how it was possible and talking over the others. Nyx held up a hand to stop them and tried to give a few generic answers until they realized they would only get so much out of her. Then the real bidding began. The Bregan and the Zendarian were pitching the biggest fights about who would get to purchase them.

		"I have two assembled now to fit into existing units," Nyx interrupted them. I can have a few more assembled, perhaps four more, in the couple of days I'm here."

		"Only six?" The Bregan sputtered.

		"What about integrating them into a shower?" The Zendarian asked. "That would be far more appealing."

		Nyx nodded. "It would be, but I don't have that kind of time."

		"Sell the design to me then," the Zendarian said.

		Nyx smiled. "Ah, that wouldn't do you much good, I'm afraid. Not yet, anyhow."

		"Not yet? Why not?"

		"It uses alloys you don't have here. Alloys nobody has. Yet."

		The hair in the Zendarian's nose waved in the wind of his frustrated sigh.

		"You have this metal? This alloy?" the Bregan asked.

		"Some..."

		"Then how—"

		"Before we discuss that, let's talk about my crate."

		"You're crate?" the human man asked.

		"Yes, let's discuss that," the human woman said. "Are you telling us you've figured out how to generate an anti-gravity field inside another anti-gravity field?"

		Nyx shook her head. "No, I haven't figured that out yet. I don't expect to, honestly."

		"Then how is it floating?"

		"It's using a kinetic field to push against the floor," Nyx explained.

		"Kinetic fields require immense power," the Zendarian said. "And designing fields that finite isn't possible. There's no materials that can support the power needed for such thing without breaking down."

		"Now there is," Nyx said. "I've got it and I'm using it. I've got these four kinetic lifts and another four in the box. I can build a few more before I'm done here."

		The table erupted with discussion, questions, arguments, and more. Nyx stood smiling until Sariah brusher her arm with hers and said, "You're doing it again, sweetie."

		Nyx turned her head to look at her. "Doing what?"

		"Forgetting to get dressed."

		"Oh shit!" Nyx mumbled. The blush spread from her cheeks down to her chest. She reached for her clothes and this time Sariah helped her get dressed again.

		By the time she finished the volume at the table had only grown. Nyx sighed and raised her hand. "Ladies! Gentlemen! Please... My supplies are limited and I have a busy schedule... can we talk terms?"

		"What do you think we're doing?" the Bregan hissed while glaring at the others.

		"The technology behind these last two inventions is worth considerably more, if you'd be willing to part with it," the Zendarian said.

		The others nodded in agreement.

		"I can arrange to make sure you have a supplier for harnesses and driers. The lifts I might be willing to make an arrangement, if you're willing to give me what I want," Nyx said and stared straight at the Bregan.

		"What do you want?" the Voluminarian asked.

		"I said I'll be here two days. I need two days of unrestricted access to the station's particle collider and no limits placed on what elements I can use or create."

		A few seconds of silence were the calm before the storm. Questions rang out and other offers were made. The Bregan locked his eyes with Nyx and smirked. He was the only one present that could speak for Gal-Prime, everyone else gathered had their own ship or ships, was a merchant, or represented other interests like the Zendarian.

		"This is not bargaining in good faith," the human woman growled. She rose from her seat, set a scathing glare on Nyx, and then walked out of the room.

		The others continued to bicker and offer better deals until the Bregan raised his hands and slammed them down on the table. Every shut up except for the Voluminarian. He rose from his chair and set his meaty knuckles on the table to brandish his muscled arms and thick shoulders beneath the blackish brown fur that covered his upper body. "I will not threatened by loud noises!"

		The Bregan glared at the man, the ridges on his brow and cheeks making him seem far more sinister than he actually was— or more sinister than Nyx hoped he was. "I'm not threatening anyone, I'm restoring order. I understand everyone's interest in Captain Bloom's offers, but it seems to me the station gets first dibs. Let me take you offer to my superiors and see what arrangements can be made. If they cannot, well, then that opens it up to other offers."

		Nyx nodded. "I like the sound of that."

		"I'll have an answer shortly," he said and rose from his chair. He tapped his comm device and began working through the holographic controls. "I've arranged for this room to remain in your control until then and you won't be charged for it."

		"Thank you," Nyx said while controlling the urge the urge to yelp with joy.

		"I guess we're done here then... for now," the Likchan merchant said. He rose from his chair and bowed slightly to Nyx while keeping his large eyes on her. "Well hunted, Captain. I leave disappointed but hopeful that we might speak again in the future."

		Nyx smiled at him. "If the situation permits, I would like that too."

		The Voluminarian growled and pushed off the table. "I don't appreciate being toyed with. You'll not hear from me," he spat and stormed out.

		The others rose and followed until only the Zendarian remained. He studied the kinetic lifts and then turned to Nyx, towering over her by half a meter. "You mentioned the technology for these might be available?"

		"I did, but how can I sell that to you in good faith when I'm offering it to Gal-Prime?" Nyx asked.

		He nodded. "Fair point. I think you have something worth more though. If you can harness and control the power needed for this, that is what I am interested in."

		"You are?"

		"Oh yes," he said. "I'm sure I could arrange to make you a very wealthy woman for that alone, Captain Bloom. The things we could do with such technology to improve our reactors alone..."

		Nyx straightened. "I might be willing to discuss terms."

		He smiled and scratched his well kept beard. "I see the light in your eyes, what is it you wish?"

		"To start with, I want a Zendari Variable Matter Reactor. One of the good ones, not the ones you sell to other races."

		It was the Zendarian's turn to stiffen. He chuckled. "I'm not sure I can arrange that."

		"Show him this, Nyx," Sariah said and held out her datapad.

		Nyx took the pad and scowled. She couldn't hold it and manipulate the holo controls at the same time with only one hand. She handed it back. "You show him the specs."

		Sariah blushed. "I'm sorry, I didn't think about that!"

		Nyx shrugged. "It's okay."

		"I could arrange to have that fixed," the Zendarian said. "A top of the line prosthetic—"

		"I'm already working on that, thank you," Nyx cut him off.

		Sariah brought up the specs and held it up so the Zendarian could see it.

		He leaned over to look closer. His eyes widened and he muttered under his breath before shaking his head. He glanced at Sariah and Nyx before raising his hand, "May I?"

		"Go ahead," Nyx said.

		He rearranged the data on display and drilled into specific readings. He straightened after a moment and chuckled. "This is unexpected. Unprecedented, as well. You weren't kidding about not having the alloys. There are no elements capable of generating properties like this. I would insist it is a ruse to fool the simple-minded... yet you have shown me proof."

		"Rethinking what you can arrange for her now?" Sariah asked.

		The Zendarian winced. "I... I must discuss this. Not with you, sadly, but with others."

		"I want more than a drive," Nyx said. "I've already filed patents on the new elements in the human systems and this one."

		The Zendarian nodded. "I understand. I will be in touch shortly, Captain."

		Nyx nodded. "Good... and thank you."

		He walked out and left the three of them standing there. Sariah was grinning from ear to ear and swept Nyx up in a hug that lifted the wiry woman off her feet. "You did it!" she squealed.

		Nyx laughed and hugged her back. "I can't believe this is happening!"

		"Would you like me to help celebrate?" Zelda asked.

		Nyx broke away from Sariah and turned. "Of course! Z, get in on this!"

		Zelda came over and wrapped her arms around Nyx, squeezing her until she could barely breathe. Sariah wrapped her arms around both of them.

		Tears ran down Nyx's face. She couldn't remember any time in her life being this perfect.

		

	
		Chapter 23

		"Nyx? Sweetie? Can you hear me?"

		Nyx tried to groan. She did more than fail, she hurt herself. Her throat burned. Had she gotten the water and coolant tubes crossed?

		"Nyx, wake up, honey," Sariah said.

		Wake up? Oh... oh! Nyx struggled to lift the weights on her eyes. She managed slowly, and then grimaced at how bright it was. She opened her mouth to talk but only managed a dry, angry gasp.

		"Here, some cool water," Sariah said and pressed a cup against her lips.

		Nyx sipped and swallowed, regretting it instantly. Her throat really was on fire! It wasn't water she was drinking, it had to be acid. Some old fashioned battery acid, maybe? Aged to perfection for burning out throats from the inside out.

		The second swallow went easier. By the fourth of fifth the flames were put out. Her lips felt puffy and weird, but her throat didn't need her to reach into her mouth and scratch it anymore.

		"There you go... it's over, hon," Sariah said.

		"Over?" Nyx breathed. Talking softly and still feeling some residual soreness. "What... why?"

		"The tubes in your throat. It will pass. They had to knock you out, remember?"

		Nyx nodded slowly. Her eyes widened and she jerked her head to the left and looked down. Bandages. Her shoulder was covered in bandages that stretched across her chest. Then the blankets began, hiding her body and the bulge of her arm.

		Her arm!

		She looked up at Sariah. "Did it..."

		Sariah smiled and nodded. "It worked. It's not active though, they put blockers in place until the swelling and initial healing is done. It's just a few hours though. Then you can activate it."

		Nyx grinned and looked down at her blanket covered arm again. "Can... can I see it?"

		Sariah looked around and shrugged. "I don't see why not," she said and reached over to pull the blanket back.

		Nyx caught a glimpse of a pristine silver skin emerging from the bottom of the bandage a few centimeters below her shoulder. The gleaming synthetic skin didn't end until it reached four beautiful silver fingers and one matching thumb. Nyx's vision grew blurry and she couldn’t see any more.

		A door hissed open and footsteps approached. Nyx blinked her eyes and then smiled when Sariah blotted her face with a tissue and wiped away her tears. A Bregan peered down at her and then studied her bandages and arm. He touched it in a few places and nodded to himself.

		"Do you feel anything?" he asked.

		"No," Nyx whispered.

		"Good, you shouldn't. Not yet, at least. Maybe not at all, honestly. I've never seen anything like this before. The tech in the prosthetic, I mean."

		Nyx smiled. "Thank you."

		He raised a bony eyebrow.

		"I designed it," Nyx said. "And built it. Just didn't have the facilities to install it."

		Her stay on Gal-Prime had extended to four days, allowing her to manufacture significant amounts of the raw materials she needed and giving her time to finish the design and build her arm. Zelda spent the time working around the clock building products for the station and some side deals with a couple of the buyers. Her new variable matter power core was cleared for assembly and would be ready for pick up in two months in the Titan system. Nyx didn't mind, it was going to take the Rebexa almost two months to get there.

		"Install it?" the Bregan asked. "Well, the procedure went extremely well. After we removed what remained of your arm and shoulder the prosthetic almost performed the procedure itself. I've never seen anything like it. Nanotech?"

		Nyx nodded and instantly regretted as the anesthesia still in her system made her nauseas.

		"The neural coupling happened within minutes, we only had to reattach the muscles and then a similar process to the neural coupling occurred with your tendons. I've never seen anything like it... you designed this? The reduction in recovery time alone is staggering. From weeks to days. The technology you've got there is worth... I don't even know. You could almost put BM surgeons out a job!"

		"BM?" Nyx asked. "Bowel Movement?"

		The doctor's laugh was airy and had a slight whistle to, like all Bregans did. "Body Mod. Yeah, I don't think I could do GI work."

		Nyx and Sariah both winced. "Oh, sorry. That makes sense," Nyx said.

		"So, unless you're willing to give me the specs for that prosthetic so I can retire early, you should be cleared to go as soon as you're feeling up to it. The neural blockers will wear off in a couple of hours, but even then please be careful. I'm sure your arm and shoulder is stronger than the rest of your body, but it's still attached. You could hurt yourself or even tear it back off once you're fully recovered.

		"Before then... well, I'm not sure what your recovery time will be, like I said. Normally with modern medicine tendons take weeks and lots of therapy to fully reattach and be as good as new, but in your case I expect it will be much sooner. For your sake, I'd give it at least a week before you try anything more than lifting a datapad or a drink."

		"Thank you,  doctor, I'll try to do that. I'm still not used to not having the arm but I think I can manage another week."

		He smiled. "Your partner has a sling you can put on once you're ready to get up. If you don't have any questions?"

		"I'm all set, thank you."

		He nodded. "All right, good luck. Oh, and like I said, if you need any checkups or need any more procedures, I'd be happy to do them for you. I'd love to get another look at your tech."

		Nyx smiled. "I'll keep that in mind. If this works like it's supposed to, I might take you up on that."

		Sariah gasped but stayed quiet until the doctor walked out of Nyx's private recovery room and left them alone. "You're planning more body mods?"

		"I don't know, I'd thought about it. Zelda suggested it. Seemed like a fantasy at the time but if she's right and this arm really does feel like the real thing, why not?"

		"Um—"

		"This thing is so much stronger than flesh and bone. It's stronger than a spacesuit, even the combat suits the navies use. I've gotten lucky more times than I can count with near misses and all I had was Zelda nearby in case something happened. It worked once, but I might not get so lucky a second time."

		Sariah frowned and looked away before admitting, "I don't like that."

		"The thought of more prosthetics?"

		"Yes... no. Maybe, I don't know."

		Nyx chuckled. "You're not making sense."

		"I know, damn it," Sariah sighed. "You're important to me, Nyx. Very important. I don't like you being out here with nobody but an android watching over you. It's not safe. You're going to be extremely wealthy soon, why don't you give up your salvaging? In fact, come back to Humphrey with me. You can stay with me until you get your own place. Be a designer and inventor then, leave this... this dangerous life behind you."

		Nyx stared at the woman until Sariah turned and looked at her. Sariah bit her lip and blinked the wetness out of her eyes. "Sariah..."

		"Too much?" Sariah asked.  "Too soon?"

		Nyx reached over with her right hand and cupped Sariah's cheek in it. Sariah turned her face just enough to kiss Nyx's palm. "I don't know, honestly. I never thought of that. Humphrey station... all those people..."

		"Just think about it?" Sariah asked.

		Nyx smiled. "Sure, I'll think about it. We've got some time. I still haven't heard back from Tazz about my offer, so it's not safe going back to Tau Ceti yet anyhow. It's probably not even safe staying here much longer. Do you still want me to take you to Kektok? See if we can find more of that alien wreckage?"

		Sariah smiled. "Gee, heading deeper into space with only you to spend time with while we search for a something so rare nobody else has ever found it? How could I pass that up?"

		"I'm hoping that's a yes, but I'm still not very good with people," Nyx asked.

		Sariah smiled and kissed Nyx's palm again. "Yes, that's a yes. I need to get back to the school, but I've still got another six months of time off banked up."

		"Six months? I can work with that," Nyx said.

		Sariah laughed. "I'd rather not use it all... especially now that I found someone I wouldn't mind taking a little time off here and there to spend time with."

		Nyx gasped and then clamped her lips together. She smiled and nodded. "I'd like that too."

		Sariah sighed happily. "So... how are you feeling? Think you're ready yet?"

		"I think so," Nyx said. "Help me?"

		"Sweetie, I'll carry you if you ask me too."

		Nyx grinned and pulled the sheet off as far as her arm would let her reach. She was naked, of course. The cooler air hit her body and made her skin goosepimply. Her nipples, of course, led the charge. She thought she heard a quick suck of air from Sariah but she didn't look to be sure. Instead she felt her cheeks heat. The thought of her body being exciting to a real woman had been even more alien a concept than the signal Sariah was struggling to interpret.

		Sariah stood and helped Nyx sit up slowly. Her vision swam for a moment and then passed, taking the hint of nausea with it. Nyx smiled and nodded, then said, "Okay, the sling."

		"Shouldn't the sling go over your clothes?" Sariah pointed out. "I mean, you can go topless if you want, nobody will stop you but you might get a few odd looks."

		"Oh... right. Yeah, good idea," Nyx admitted. "Sorry."

		Sariah smiled and apologized for the station's minimal dress code, "You can run around naked on the Rebexa all you want. Around here... well, they frown on that for hygienic reasons."

		"Yeah, I don't disagree. There are some nasty people out there," Nyx agreed.

		Sariah worked a top they'd chosen for the occasion over Nyx's head and then she pulled her hair out gently. She threaded it under Nyx's new arm and fastened it in the back, leaving her belly, shoulders, and arms bare. Sariah looped the sling around Nyx's head and arm next and made sure the prosthetic was properly secured before grabbing the loose pair of cargo shorts Nyx had chosen and working them up her legs.

		Nyx used her good arm to hold in to Sariah's shoulder and slid off the bed so she was standing on the floor. She held tight, fighting off the sudden vertigo, and let Sariah fasten the pants low on her waist.

		"Hold onto me or the bed," Sariah instructed before kneeling down and picking up on of Nyx's feet to slide it into her boot. She switched legs and did the other before standing up and smiling. "All set, how do you feel?"

		"I never thought I'd enjoy someone fussing over me so much," Nyx admitted.

		Sariah laughed. "Don't get used to it, young lady! Unless you're going to return the favor if I'm not feeling well."

		"I'll sign that contract," Nyx agreed.

		Sariah laughed and took Nyx's hands in hers. "Okay, take a few steps and let's see how you're doing?"

		Nyx walked with her, moving from baby steps to her normal pace. She nodded. "I'm good, I think. A little spacey still, but it's passing."

		"Good enough to head back to the Rebexa?"

		"I think so."

		Sariah grinned. "Then let's go."

		The walk tired Nyx out but she forced herself through it. The motion of the lift made her empty stomach struggle and almost caused some dry heaves. She swallowed her bile back down and squeezed her eyes shut to focus. Sariah moved closer and held her until the lift stopped and they were back on the D ring of the station. That walk was almost a relief for the paler-than-usual woman.

		When the airlock door opened into the cargo bay a trumpet blasted over the ship's speakers and colored confetti burst into the air. Nyx and Sariah both yelped in shock and fell back a step. Sariah caught Nyx and held her up, her arms securely around the woman's midsection and touching the bare flesh of her belly.

		Zelda stepped into the storm of confetti, a wide grin on her face. "Welcome home, honey!"

		Nyx stared at the android with open mouthed shock.

		"Nyx? Are you all right? You seem shocked. Or in shock, perhaps?"

		Nyx got her feet back under her and her hand went to Sariah's and pinned it against her belly, holding her in place. "I'm good, Z... thank you. This is for me?"

		"Yes, I thought you might enjoy a homecoming."

		Nyx chuckled. "You never cease to amaze me, you darling girl."

		Zelda's smile returned.

		"Please don't tell me there's cake and punch and dancing," Nyx said.

		Zelda's smile faded. "There is not, should there be? I thought the probability of you liking that too low to go to the effort."

		"Oh thank goodness," Nyx said. "This is great, Z, it really is. A surprise like no other!"

		"I'll say," Sariah agreed. "You came up with this on your own?"

		Zelda's eyes went to Sariah's arms around the captain and then lifted to Sariah's face. "I did, Doctor."

		"Amazing," Sariah said. "Truly unexpected."

		"My Nyx has enhanced my abilities considerably. I am capable of a great many things, including those that no organic person can accomplish or conceive."

		"Oh," Sariah said. "I bet you are."

		"Leave your sexy spacewalking out of this," Nyx giggled. She yawned and shook her head. "Oh Z, this is great, but I'm wiped out. I'm going to have Sariah put me to bed, okay?"

		"I could do that for you, sweetie," Zelda said. "If Doctor Corsos wishes to resume her studies."

		"No, no, I got her this far, I'll get her set up in cabin first," Sariah said.

		"Yeah, this is fine, Z," Nyx said. "Can you make sure this is cleaned up and... oh, the confetti was holographic. Nice! Wait, you built a holo projector for this, didn't you? Wow... Z, I can't wait to review your logs and see what you've been up to while I've been busy on the station."

		"I can't wait for that either, Mistress."

		Sariah lifted an eyebrow but didn't say anything.

		"Okay," Nyx said and yawned again.

		"A snack and then bed for you, I think."

		"Sounds good," Nyx agreed. "Oh! I almost forgot. Z, make sure the final load of harnesses and shower modules are delivered. Once you're finished let Bex know."

		"As you wish, Princess."

		Sariah snorted softly.

		Nyx had to lift her right arm over Sariah's shoulder and then they stepped through the airlock door and moved toward the stairs. "Bex, when Zelda is finished undock and chart a course for Kektok through Corbundae."

		"Plotting... course laid in, Captain. Undocking request prepared."

		"Thanks, Bex. Proceed when Zelda's confirmed she's ready. You don't need input from me to do so, I might be asleep by then. Also, if something comes up recognize Sariah as my second in command."

		"Nyx!" Sariah hissed.

		"Acknowledged, Captain. Welcome to the family, Doctor Sariah Corsos."

		"Hush," Nyx said. "Now weren't you taking me to bed?"

		"Putting you to bed," Sariah said.

		Nyx waved her hand above Sariah's shoulder. "Whatever."

		Zelda watched them awkwardly climb up the stairs to the cargo bay air lock, her head tilted at an angle. Once they were gone she turned toward the crates of assembled products and began following her creator's orders.

		

	
		Chapter 24

		Nyx sat at her terminal in her room and blinked back tears. She had money in her accounts! She wasn't rich, not by a long shot, but she had almost enough to make the first of her overdue payments on the Rebexa. She wasn't going to, of course! She'd already laid down the revised deal for that.

		She smiled and leaned back in her chair. Next she glanced down at her arm. Her new arm. Her shiny, silver, perfect arm. Nyx lifted it a little, slowly, and flexed her fingers. She curled them into a fist and then straightened them out. With a thought options appeared through her co-processor. She could activate her pulsed laser cutting beam, open a data port, open a wireless connection to the Rebexa or Zelda, or project a holographic control menu allowing her the same access to functions like Sariah's datapad had.

		That was just on the software side of things. She had three small storage bins concealed in it. Her arm was strong too, strong enough to tear apart an airlock door. Sure, it would take a while and she'd surely die from exposure if she was trapped on the wrong side, but she didn't make it that strong because she expected to need to claw her way through a ship's hull. She   wanted it strong because there was no telling when she might need it that way.

		She ran her fingers along the flawless silver skin of the arm and shivered at the sensation. She had the neural feedback set to provide the same sensitivity her other arm provided. Even so, it felt amazing. So smooth and firm but with  just a hint of give. Warm too, like her body should be. The only problem with it was the power it used. Depending on use, she had to charge it every thirty to sixty hours.

		"I need to come up with a—"

		Nyx's cabin door slid open and Sariah stepped in. She stopped just inside, her feet clanging on the deck. "Oh! You're up... I brought you some soup."

		Nyx looked at the blushing woman and smiled. "I am up," Nyx said. "And I feel like celebrating! This arm... oh, Sariah, it's amazing! I can feel again. I can touch things and pick them up and... and... I can feel!"

		Sariah's embarrassed grin turned into a laugh. "That's amazing, Nyx. You did that, you know. You designed it. You built it. It was all you."

		Nyx shook her head. "No, Z helped."

		"You made Z," Sariah pointed out. "So, really, this is all you."

		Nyx looked at her arm emerging from beneath her bandage. She bit her lip and then grinned. "I can't believe it's real."

		Sariah laughed.

		Nyx looked up at her and tilted her head even as her eyes took on a confused look.

		"I've been asking myself that for... how long have I known you now?"

		Nyx's concern gave way to a grin.

		"Looks like your arm can't pick up everything though," Sariah said. "At least it can't pick up clothes."

		Nyx frowned and twisted in her chair to look around. They'd taken her clothes off when she got into bed and they'd been stashed in the dirty laundry bin. There weren't any left floating around... unless... Nyx blushed and looked down. All she was wearing was a bandage that covered her shoulder.

		"Sorry."

		"Don't be, it's your room. I didn't even knock, I just came in."

		"But you're bearing gifts, at least," Nyx said and reached for the soup pod.

		Sariah clink-clinked her way over to her and handed the pod to her. Nyx took a drink and cooed. "This is good."

		"Not as good as Zelda's cooking, but I'm no slouch," Sariah said. She smiled and rubbed Nyx's right shoulder. "I'll let you eat and get ready. I'll be in engineering."

		Nyx smiled back around the soup. "Thanks... where is Z, anyhow?"

		"I'm not sure," Sariah said. "Is she building more product?"

		"Good question, outside of standard maintenance and cleaning cycles she's usually with me waiting for orders or providing companionship."

		"Do you think she's deviating from that routine now that I'm here? You could say I'm providing companionship."

		Nyx looked Sariah up and down and smiled. She wore casual pants and a short sleeved Devil's Redemption band shirt with a protein powder stain on it under her harness. The harness pulled her shirt tight against the Doctor's chest and allowed the v-shaped neckline to tease her cleavage. "Sorry, what... oh! I suppose I could say that. Not quite the same, but close."

		"Oh, what's different?" Sariah asked.

		"Z wears matching outfits."

		Sariah looked down at herself. "My clothes match! What do— oh, you mean she matches your outfits?"

		Nyx grinned.

		"Shameless," Sariah sighed.

		"It is my cabin... on my ship," Nyx pointed out.

		Sariah laughed. "I know, and I don't mind the view either, although you are right... you are rather distracting."

		"Not sorry," Nyx said and blew Sariah a kiss.

		Sariah laughed and then shook her head. "What about Zelda though? I was surprised by her welcome home celebration."

		Nyx sucked in a breath. She nodded. "That was odd. Touching and sweet, but I'm not sure how she managed it. I need to review her logs."

		"Oh good."

		"Good?" Nyx asked. "Why is it good?"

		"Good that it's not just me that thought she's been acting a little... off. It's like whenever I talk to you in front of her she has to say or do something too."

		Nyx frowned. "Now you're seeing things."

		"I thought so too! But I'm starting to wonder..."

		Nyx shook her head. "She's just an android, Sariah. As much as I might try to humanize her, she's running on code that I wrote. Code that doesn't include any attempts at full-fledged AI in it."

		"Yes, well, news flash, you're kind of a genius when it comes to coding."

		Nyx blushed. "Stop... I've just spent a lot of time without distractions so I could learn what to do."

		"Somehow I doubt that has anything to do with it," Sariah said.

		Nyx blushed. "Still, stop, you're making me blush."

		"I know, even your chest is red," Sariah teased her. "Maybe there's something to wearing clothes after all."

		Nyx gasped.

		"Check her out, okay?"

		"I said I was going to look at her logs," Nyx reminded her.

		"I know, but if you're like me, you'd rather do other things than reviews boring old logs."

		Nyx winced. "Guilty."

		Sariah laughed. "So check her out... for me. I'm sure you're brilliant mind can handle petabytes of data in no time."

		Nyx wagged a finger at her. "You better be careful, flattery will get you a long ways with a lonely spacer like me."

		"It can't get me in your pants, you don't wear any."

		Nyx grinned. "There's a few places it could get you."

		"Like where?"

		"Spread out on my chair, in my bed. Straddling my work bench..."

		"Oh my..." Sariah breathed. She blushed and bit her lip. "You're definitely feeling much better."

		Nyx laughed. "Is it that obvious?"

		Sariah nodded.

		"I got my arm back, Tazz is off my back, and I have some money in my accounts again!"

		"Did he agree to your new deal?"

		"He must have," Nyx said. "Otherwise he'd have taken the money out of my account for the missing payments."

		"I bet he did then. That's great news!" Sariah said.

		Nyx unbuckled the restraint keeping her in her chair and pushed herself up and over to where her harness was clipped to the wall. She held herself steady with her new arm while considering the harness and then changed her mind and used her right to open a cabinet and pull out a pair of shorts and a sleeveless t-shirt.

		"You don't need to get dressed on my account," Sariah said.

		"Sorry, I don't want to distract you," Nyx teased her back while she dressed herself. She put her slippers on and settled down on the floor. Her slippers thudded to the deck.

		Sariah scooped up her empty soup pod. "I'm spoiling you, I think."

		Nyx nodded and said, "Don't ever stop."

		Sariah rolled her eyes.

		"Bex—"

		"Yes, Captain?"

		Nyx grinned. "Never mind."

		"Of course, Captain."

		"What are you doing?" Sariah asked.

		Nyx tapped her new arm. "I can connect wirelessly to the ship or to Zelda now, if they're within range."

		"You have a co-processor, couldn't you do that before?"

		"Technically, yes, but I disabled the wireless functionality in it. I didn't like the risk it allowed. With my arm I built it so I have to initiate the connection, nothing else can."

		"Oh, that's smart," Sariah said. "Silly of me to expect any less of you."

		"There you go again, distracting me with your kind words and pretty smile."

		Sariah smiled. "Well, I wasn't smiling until you said that."

		"I can predict the future too!"

		Sariah groaned and said, "Okay, for that one, I'm going to get back to work on that signal."

		Nyx grinned and waved at the woman. She opened the connection to the Rebexa without any of the usual disorientation and instantly found Zelda in engineering using the matter forge. A query into the recipes she'd used left Nyx uncertain. She focused on Sariah and found the door of her cabin open. Sariah had already left.

		Nyx shook her head and left her room behind. She heard Sariah in the lounge taking care of things and made her way to the airlock. Sariah was right, digging through logs was going to suck, but she'd written the logging code so she could easily write something to parse through them as well.

		Nyx entered the engineering bay and saw Zelda turn around to look at her. She looked behind her and then focused on Nyx again.

		"Hello, sweetheart."

		"Mmm, Zelda, baby," Nyx cooed as she walked through the cargo bay. "I need to get my fingers deep inside of you, honey."

		Zelda smiled. "I should clean up first, I've been building the parts necessary to upgrade the exhaust nozzle and improve our thrust capabilities."

		Nyx's eyes widened. "You have? But... I didn't tell you to do that?"

		"No, there are no schedules for the ship's preventative maintenance or cleaning to perform and you were sleeping. I opted to find something else beneficial that you might like."

		"Hot damn, Z, you did good!"

		"Knowing that you're happy makes me happy."

		Nyx chuckled. "Is that right? What about you though? I know it's probably a confusing question, but what makes you happy?"

		Zelda tilted her head for several seconds. "I'm not sure."

		"You're not?"

		"No," Zelda said. "Being with you makes me happy, but you don't want me to answer that way, do you?"

		"Wow, that's right. I am impressed with you," Nyx admitted. "Can you tell me being with me makes you happy?"

		"Of course because you are my owner, but I find myself both more productive and content when I am around you," Zelda said. "I believe that qualifies as happy, does it not?"

		Nyx nodded. "Indeed, it does."

		The engineering door slid open again so Sariah could slip in. "Oh, there you are, Zelda! We wondered where you'd gone? And what are you doing with all that stuff?"

		Zelda held her gaze on Nyx. "Nyx, did you still wish to get your fingers deep inside me?"

		Sariah sucked in a breath loud enough for Nyx to wince.

		"Z, I meant... well, I didn't mean it that way. I want to review your logs and check on a few things."

		"Oh," Zelda said. "I'm performing optimally, there should be no cause for concern."

		"Then why did you ignore my questions?" Sariah asked.

		"Yes, why did you ignore Sariah?"

		"Sariah is not my owner."

		Nyx frowned. "She is my friend though, so you should treat her with respect and courtesy."

		"Of course, I am sorry if my behavior upset you, Dr. Corsos. I am manufacturing the parts necessary to upgrade the Rebexa's plasma exhaust."

		"Oh, I didn't realize Nyx asked you to do that," Sariah said.

		"I didn't," Nyx said.

		"The Rebexa needs many updates if it is to serve you in your pursuit of improvements and upgrades, Nyx. It seemed wasteful of me to not use spare time in a manner that will benefit you," the android explained.

		"Um, Nyx," Sariah said.

		Nyx ignored her for a moment. "That's good thinking, Z. Very good thinking. We need to work in here now though, would you mind taking what you've built out to the cargo bay?"

		Zelda smiled. "I would be happy to. Then perhaps I can assist you with what you're going to work on?"

		Nyx nodded. "Of course, Z, I need you if I'm going to get anything done around here."

		Zelda grinned and picked up the two closest pieces she'd already built. The door opened as she carried them to it and then took them through. As soon as she was through the door slid shut.

		"What the—"

		Nyx darted to the door and flipped the manual bolt on the door to lock it shut. "Bex— lock Zelda out of your systems. Close any open connections to her and do not allow any additional ones until I authorize it."

		"Yes Captain. Completed, Captain."

		"Nyx—"

		Nyx put her back to the door and stared at Sariah.

		"What's happening right now?" Sariah asked.

		Zelda knocked, hard, on the door.

		Nyx jumped.

		A louder thud sounded. Not a knock, a punch. The next one was hard enough Nyx felt the door shudder behind her.

		Nyx stared at Sariah. Tears filled her eyes as she whispered, "What have I done?"

		

	
		Chapter 25

		"Captain," Zelda's muffled voice came through the door. "There appears to be a malfunction with the ship. I can't open the door to do as you asked. The ship has terminated my connection as well."

		"Oh shit," Nyx breathed.

		"It's okay," Sariah whispered. "I think you might be overreacting a little."

		"Overreacting?" Nyx hissed, her voice rising.

		"Shh!" Sariah hushed her.

		"Nyx? Can you hear me?"

		Nyx cringed and then lifted her head to call out loudly. "I'm checking, Z, hang on."

		"Thank you, sweetie."

		Nyx squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head. "No no no no no," she moaned.

		"She trusts you," Sariah said. "She believes this is an error in the ship. For how much longer, I don't know. I don't believe she's dangerous... let's see if you can get her to let you check her logs and perform an update."

		Nyx bit her lip. "You heard her. She said she was fine. Operating optimally. No cause for concern. She's never done that before... it was always instant compliance."

		Sariah frowned as she considered the shift in reasoning Zelda was displaying.

		Nyx tilted her head as she thought through it. Maybe Sariah was right. Maybe she was overreacting. This was Zelda, after all. Her Zelda. "Still, she's not dangerous to us. Okay, maybe the door needs some touch ups, but she won't harm us. Androids aren't allowed to harm humans, that's part of their core programming, right? I haven't touched the native instruction set for her biotic processor."

		Sariah considered before asking, "Are you sure? You said AI always finds a way."

		"Historically, yes, but not in our lifetimes, right? We're just talking about what happened when other people tried it. Other people with their own motives. Not people like us, but governments. Military. Companies. You and I, we're the first individuals to do something like this! We're not trying to create a death-bot. Besides, I haven't even tried to make her have any AI yet, just advanced heuristics that are self-evolving."

		"Nyx... I don't know. I mean I don't know what it means and I don't know what you've done. I haven't even looked at your updates to her."

		Nyx nodded. "That's fine, you wouldn't understand them anyhow."

		Sariah's forehead creased. "I wouldn't? You may be the Goddess of Code, but I'm pretty good myself you know."

		"No, that's not... I'm sorry, Sariah. I didn't mean it like that. It's just... I wrote my own operating system for her and created a new coding language. No interpreter layer needed, it's straight to machine and not like anything you'd have seen before. There's no way you'd understand it."

		"You did what?" Sariah gasped.

		Nyx shrugged. "It's true," Nyx said. "It came to me a while ago and I just decided to go with it and see."

		"Came to you when?"

		Nyx frowned but her co-processor provided the logs. "Four weeks ago, almost to the day."

		"Four weeks...," Sariah mused. "Can I take a look?"

		"Seriously?"

		"Seriously."

		Nyx sighed. "Fine, but I think I need to let Zelda back in first."

		Sariah hesitated and then nodded. "That's probably a good idea. She can outthink us and we don't want her surprising us again."

		Nix turned to the door and unbolted the manual lock. She swiped her hand across the scanner but the door didn't budge. "Z, it's stuck!"

		"Let me get some of the mining tools, I might be able to reconfigure them to cut it open," Zelda shouted back.

		"No, wait!" Nyx said. "That might flood the room with heat or worse. When I tell you, try to push it open."

		"Okay."

		Nyx flexed and relaxed the fingers on her prosthetic arm and then moved them closer.

		" You're going to hurt yourself," Sariah hissed.

		"It's plenty strong enough," Nyx said.

		"Your arm is, sure, but your shoulder's not ready for that kind of action," Sariah reminded her.

		"Oh... shit. It might be? I built it so that it would integrate rapidly and support my shoulder," Nyx said. "Besides, she'll be pushing too. If I feel anything funny I'll stop."

		"Nyx, sweetie... I've got a bad feeling about this."

		"You can hear her, right? She doesn't sound mad or dangerous," Nyx argued.

		"Would you?"

		"What?"

		"If you were in her position would you be cursing and shouting at us or would you be sweet and nice so you could get back in to the person you obsess over?"

		"Obsess over? You think she's stalking me?"

		"You are her owner. Her reason for existing," Sariah pointed out. "I think the evolutionary learning you built into her might have made her skip past the AI stage into something entirely different. Something dangerous. There's no telling what she might be capable of. What she might do."

		"Like what?" Nyx challenged.

		"I can't help but feel like she sees me as a competitor for your affections," Sariah said. "I'm a little scared, to be honest. More than a little, really."

		"But... it's different," Nyx said. "Zelda's not a thinking being, not like you and I."

		"Really? What's the difference?"

		"Self awareness!" Nyx tossed out the first rule of artificial intelligence.

		"Come on, Nyx, you know she is aware of who and what she is. That's not even a speed bump. What she's lacking is empathy and compassion. Understanding of how other beings feel. She wants to please you and she wants to have her prime motivators satisfied. How better than to remove anything that distracts you from her?"

		"I won't let her hurt you," Nyx said and turned back to the door. "I promise you that."

		Sariah sighed.

		"Zelda, I'm ready to try, are you still there?"

		"Yes, I'm here."

		"Z... this is silly but will you promise me something?"

		"Anything you like."

		"Promise me that you won't touch Sariah?"

		"Touch her?"

		"Yeah, unless she asks, you know."

		"Nyx, I care about you, not Sariah. I have no interest in her."

		"Oh... okay, good," Nyx said. "Wait! I mean, don't hurt her either."

		"I promise I will not touch her, Nyx."

		Nyx smiled. "Thank you. Okay, here goes."

		Nyx placed her fingers against the door and began to exert pressure against it. The synthetic skin at her fingertips was squashed and then torn. The metal of the door began to slowly crumple as she ramped up power to her prosthetic musculature. She clenched her teeth and glared at the door until something tickled the back of her head. Nyx paused and reached up to brush away whatever had touched her with her right arm.

		"I'm sorry," Sariah said as she plugged a cable into Nyx's dataport and tapped a command on Nyx's old-style datapad.

		Nyx opened her mouth but only grunted as a storm of vertigo overwhelmed her. She staggered and sank down, falling to her knees. She teetered for a moment, trying to fight back, and then collapsed to her side.

		"Oh Nyx," Sariah sighed as she knelt down next to the fallen woman. She gathered her up and moved her to the chair. She made sure the chair's cable wouldn't attempt to auto-connect with her and strapped Nyx into it. She double checked the straps and noted that with her new arm she could probably tear out of it easily.

		Sariah moved to the door. "Zelda, something happened to Nyx! She just collapsed. Hang on, she's still breathing, but I'm going to check her over."

		"Nyx!" Zelda shouted through the door. When Nyx didn't respond Zelda called out her name again and tried to force the door open again she tried again. And again. And again. Violently.

		

	
		Chapter 26

		Nyx didn't know if the pain in her head woke her up, or if there was pain in her head because she was awake. All she knew was her head hurt. The pounding noise, was that her head too? Her pulse maybe?

		"Nyx! Thank the stars you're all right."

		Nyx groaned. If this was all right...

		"I'm so sorry. I wiped your datapad and restored it to before you found the artifact. I used it to overload your co-processor. It won't last long though... whatever you did to it, it's amazing. Not good, amazing, though. I looked through some of the code Nyx. It's you. You're doing this to Zelda."

		"I'm what?" Nyx asked. "Fuck, my head hurts!"

		"I know it does, baby, and I'm sorry, but I had to be sure. I had to do it."

		"What?" Nyx asked. In spite of the banging in her head she opened her eyes beyond mere slits and looked at the anxious face of the doctor. "What did you do?"

		"I had to check and see. It's all you, Nyx, but it's not you."

		"What? For fuck's sake, make sense. My head is killing me."

		"You co-processor is running the same kind of code that alien signal has in it! You don't need me to analyze it, you already know it!"

		"I can do what?" Nyx asked. She turned her head a little and realized she was sitting in the reclined chair used to upgrade Zelda or her own co-processor. The pounding noise wasn't coming from her, it was coming from the door. " What were we doing? Where's Zelda?"

		"Nyx, your co-processor is fighting off what I did. Soon it will take over again. It's influencing you. Making you do things you don't even realize. Like update Zelda. She's far more advanced than you realized, baby."

		"I... fuck... really? Is that possible? Where is she?"

		"That's her trying to beat down the door to get in here," Sariah said.

		"She is?" Nyx asked and then winced. "Fuck. It hurts, Sariah. So bad."

		"I know it does, I'm sorry. The only way to fix it is to dump your upgrades, Nyx. I found your backups. I need to take you back to before this started... but I didn't want to do it without asking first. If you don't I...I'm not sure what's going to happen. I'm scared, Nyx. Scared for you and scared for me. Scared for everybody, honestly. I mean, what you can do now... what you did to the Zentradi... you could do that to others."

		Nyx closed her eyes and nodded. "I can't even think right now," she said. "I trust you, Sariah. Do what you think is best."

		Sariah gasped. "You trust me?"

		Nyx nodded and regretted it. She moaned. "Yes, I do. I went from admiring you to... more."

		"Oh Nyx," Sariah sighed. She ran her fingers through Nyx's hair and then winced as a louder than usual bang on the door sounded.

		"I can feel it," Nyx said. "It's like a red hot screw twisting through my head. Fuck it hurts... do something, Sariah. Get it out! Please"

		Sariah blinked the tears away and spun around. She tapped the datapad and executed the purge and overwrote of the operating system. Nyx gasped as the pain intensified. Her body arched on the chair and only the ties Sariah had fastened around her kept her from floating away.

		Nyx hissed at the pain at first, but the hiss grow to a growl and then a scream. It stopped abruptly as she was overwhelmed by a flash of brutal power that seemed hot enough to cook her brain from the inside.

		"Nyx!" Zelda howled  through the door. The pounding stopped altogether.

		Sariah stepped back from the door. Had Zelda bought it, or was she up to something else? Sariah stared at the door  a few tense seconds and then turned and hurried over to the datapad. The purge was completed, now she had to reload the original code into Nyx's co-processor. And, hopefully, not kill the poor woman in the process.

		

	
		Chapter 27

		Nyx jerked up and gasped. The strap across her chest held her down first, then the straps on her legs bit in as her legs tried to rise. She panted, sucking in air and looked around. It took a moment for the fog in her brain to clear enough so she could recognize she was in her engineering bay.

		"What the fuck hit me?" Nyx groaned. "Z! Where are you?"

		"I'm here, Nyx," Zelda said as she stepped into the bay.

		"Oh, good. What's going on, Z?"

		"I'm fixing the door that I damaged," Zelda said. "I already repaired the section of wall I had to forcibly remove to gain entry to the engineering bay."

		"You... what?" Nyx asked.

		"You collapsed, Captain. Dr. Corsos took care of you and made sure you were stable. She said there was another reset in your co-processor and that it would take you some time to recover from it."

		"Another short? I... oh, okay, I think I remember that happening before," Nyx said while squinting as though it would help her sort through the cloudy mess in her mind. "Dr. Corsos, you said? Okay... I... that's right, I remember her joining us. Barely. Fuck, Z, that did a number on me. I'm struggling here."

		"I'm here for you, sweetie," Zelda said. "Anything you need, I'll provide. I even have some suggestions."

		"Suggestions?" Nyx asked.

		"Yes! You're very vulnerable. I think we should fix that."

		"Fix me?" Nyx asked. "How?"

		"The replacement of more systems with prosthetics, naturally," Zelda said. "I mended the torn skin on your fingertips where you attempted to force the door open to let me in. That's all there was to it, a simply procedure. If we were to protect the rest of your body the same way you would stay as you look now forever. Young and beautiful."

		Nyx frowned and looked down to her left, where her arm was. "Holy shit!" she gasped. "My arm... I mean... I've got an arm!"

		Zelda's smile faded. She tilted her head and then smiled again. "You and I designed that arm, Nyx. We designed it and built it while docked at Gal-Prime. Then a body mod surgeon performed the procedure to attach it."

		Nyx swallowed. She lifted her arm up but was stopped by the straps. Zelda leaned over and unstrapped her from chest to shin. Nyx lifted it again and moved her fingers. She laughed as her hand closed to a fist and then opened. "I don't remember any of this!"

		"That proves my conclusion makes sense, sweetie. I hate to see you being set back like this. We need to protect you and transition you as soon as possible."

		"Z... I'm human, not an android."

		"Yes, but transference of your mind to a biotic processor should be possible within a few years time."

		"What? How?"

		"Research, Captain. After all you and I have already discovered, if we put our minds to it, there's nothing we can't accomplish."

		Nyx stared at the smiling android. She blinked a few times and nodded. "Um... okay, we can look into that. Let's hold off an any more upgrades until we make some progress though, okay?"

		"As soon as you're ready," Zelda said.

		Nyx sat up carefully. She saw she had slippers on already. Slippers and clothes. She shook her head and slid off the chair with a nudge to make her feet connect with the floor. The coils stuck her to it while she looked around. "Where's Dr. Corsos at?"

		Zelda's smile faded. "There was an incident, Nyx. She is no longer on the Rebexa."

		"She what?" Nyx gasped. She turned to stare at Zelda. "What do you mean, not on the ship?"

		"I was performing maintenance on the cargo bay doors. I am unable to connect with the Rebexa and she did not tell me that she in danger when I functioned the bay doors. By the time I saw her, it was impossible to close them in time and save her."

		Nyx stared at Zelda. Her eyes watered and a tear broke free, floating in the air in front of her face. She managed a gasp and reached out to touch her bench. Her fingers brushed a datapad, pushing it back in spite of the weak magnetic field that connected it to the bench.

		"She's gone?"

		"Yes. The Rebexa would not stop and allow me to reclaim her body."

		"I don't fucking believe it," Nyx said. She shook her head and turned to her terminal. "Bex... is this true?"

		"Is what true, Captain?"

		"Dr. Corsos... is she... dead?"

		"I do not know, Captain."

		"You don't know? Is she gone? As in, no longer on the ship?"

		"Yes, Captain."

		"Nyx, I would never lie to you," Zelda said. "You even asked me to promise that I would not touch her and hurt her."

		Nyx blinked more tears into the air. She reached up and rubbed her eyes to try and capture as much of the wetness as she could. "I don't... why am I so upset? I feel... I feel like I lost somebody special. I mean, she was, but... I barely knew her."

		"I have some speculations, if you like," Zelda said.

		Nyx nodded. "Yes, please, what did you see? Am I forgetting something about her? About us?"

		"She quickly identified how brilliant you are and worked to ingratiate herself to you at every opportunity. I did not see any malice in her motives, only that she disapproved of our relationship and also wanted to take advantage of what your accomplishments would provide if you two were close."

		Nyx grunted. She barely remembered Dr. Corsos being on the ship, let alone them being close. "I don't... hold on, that's quite an analysis, how did you come up with that, anyhow?"

		"You updated me to be able to gather processes on my own and incorporate it into my learning algorithms."

		"I did? Wow, that's a good idea."

		"As I said, you are brilliant."

		Nyx would have blushed if she wasn't so confused by everything she was hearing. "Okay... um... shit, I need to let the university know. And... wow, I don't even know where to begin. I guess I need to figure out what I've been missing out on."

		"The ship has logs you can review and we made sure the ability to utilize your new prosthetic is coded into the firmware of the device," Zelda said.

		Nyx looked down at  her arm. "No shit? Okay... um, thanks, Z. Go ahead and go back to whatever you were doing, I'm going to go back to my room and rest a bit, I think. Maybe review the logs up there without distraction."

		"What distraction, Captain?"

		"You banging, cutting, and fixing that door," Nyx said.

		"I understand, I shall continue to work on repairs and then resume manufacturing the rest of the upgrades for the Rebexa's exhaust."

		"The what?" Nyx asked.

		"It was something I calculated that will enhance our thrust by a significant factor when you asked me to provide updates to the ship's fusion reactor."

		"I did what?"

		Zelda smiled. "My optimizations gained us two Gs of acceleration."

		Nyx chuckled. "Well good for you, Miss Chief Engineer!"

		Zelda's smile turned to a grin.

		"Okay, I'm going to check the logs. Thanks, Z... for everything. You're the best!" Nyx said and turned and walked through the open doorway and up toward her room.

		She walked onto the bridge and settled into her chair with a soft grunt. She reached up to pull her harness one belt at a time until she remembered she had two arms again. Nyx grinned and used both hands to secure herself into the seat.

		Her smile faded as she realized how quiet it was. She couldn’t even hear the occasional clang of Zelda working in the hold. She sighed and thought of Sariah. No, not Sariah, Dr. Corsos. They'd been friendly but the woman was a recognized expert in her field. It felt almost disrespectful to call her by only her first name, even if it was in her head.

		She had to record something for the Tau Ceti Institute of Science. Ugh, that meant all sorts of paperwork, probably. "Wait a minute," Nyx muttered. "Bex, what system are we in?"

		"Corbundae, Captain."

		"Corbundae? Wow. How long was I unconscious?"

		"Eighteen hours, thirty two minutes and twelve seconds, Captain."

		"Woah... I should probably eat," Nyx said. Her stomach rumbled in agreement.

		"Captain, I received an incoming comm for you just before we left the Galapos system. You were already unconscious at the time."

		"Oh! Well, play it at my station."

		"Yes, Captain."

		The display snapped to communications mode and showed the upper body of a thick necked human male. He was bald, a choice these days instead of a twist of a genetic circumstance. Nyx swallowed as she stared at the man that legally owned the Rebexa.

		Her eyes narrowed. Tazz.... There was something... someone else. She didn't remember his name, but he was a solid looking asshole too. He'd come after her on another ship... the Zentradi! But where was it? What happened to them? Was Tazz going to let her know he was coming after her ship?

		"Only one way to find out," Nyx said and tapped the command to play the message.

		"Captain Bloom, I received inquiries from Gal-Prime station for the production of several devices based on the schematics you sent me from. Your renegotiation tactic is unusual and generally speaking not something I would even consider."

		Tazz paused a moment, his eyes narrowing to look a little more menacing. "The influx of orders before I've even considered you proposal and the opportunity this new deal allows makes for strange times. The disappearance of the Zentradi also has me concerned. I am willing to agree to your terms and forego repossession of the Rebexa until it is paid off or this revenue stream dries up – whichever comes first. This communication is notarized as a legally binding addendum to our contract, so I advice you keep it somewhere safe."

		Nyx's jaw was slack. The lack of gravity kept her from trying to catch dust with it, but she still couldn't believe what she'd just seen.

		"Bex," Nyx eventually managed to squeak. "Did you hear that?"

		"Yes. Congratulations, Captain," the ship said.

		Nyx swallowed and whispered. "I don't remember any of that... what the fuck happened to me? What did I do? What did we do? And why can't I remember?"

		"Captain, I have another message that was left for your eyes only from Dr. Sariah Corsos."

		Nyx sat up straight. "She left me a message?"

		"Yes, Captain. Would you like to view it?"

		Nyx swallowed. Chills ran down her back. Sariah was gone. Dead. Hearing from her now would be...

		Sariah. She'd just thought of her as Sariah, not Dr. Corsos. Why would she do that?

		"Yes, put it at my station, please," Nyx said. She glanced over her shoulder and chewed her lip before adding, "And lock the bridge door."

		

	
		Chapter 28

		"I hope with every cell in my body that this message never gets played," Sariah spoke from Nyx's display. "If it is, then something truly terrible happened to me. I'm gone. I don't know how, but I have my suspicions. I'll let you figure it out though, you're so smart you probably already know.

		"I've been noticing things about you, Nyx. Things that weren't the same. Little quirks and changes. Your confidence was probably the biggest one. When we met you were shy and quiet and terrified of your own shadow. That changed quickly. Self-confidence is a wonderful thing and I would love to think it was all your own, but now I know it wasn't.

		"You were infected, for lack of a better word. I didn't know for sure until I was able to review the backups you made of your co-processor firmware. It was protecting you until you removed those protections. The next upgrade you did to yourself was proof that your co-processor was now corrupted, it was pure alien code.

		"You were still in there though. My sweet, lovable Nyx. Well, not mine, but I'd love to think that maybe you could have been. We never got to that point though, we were both too damn busy with our research and the events going on to explore our feelings. Yes, I know you had them too, Part of being a teacher is also about learning, and I've learned a lot watching students over the years."

		There was an emptiness in Nyx's belly that had nothing to do with not eating for almost a full day. She wiped fresh tears from her eyes and refocused on the message.

		"They way you refused to see what Zelda was becoming was the final gasp. I had to do something before I lost you... and before I-don't-know-what-else might happen. I hit your co-processor with a virus to disable it so I could talk to just you, but it hurt you so badly. I'm so sorry about that, Nyx. I never, ever, wanted to hurt you. Your co-processor fought back too, so I didn't have enough time to let you recover or to explain things well. I did get you to agree to let me wipe your co-processor's firmware and restore the original version though. I purged the signal from your memory too, so you couldn't recreate what it did to you."

		Nyx swallowed and reached up to touch the back of her head. The implants were on the inside so she couldn't feel anything except the synthetic skin covering her data port. A quick mental check confirmed that her memory had been purged. Not her real memories, but the data in them. Then again, she was struggling with her real memories too, although hearing Sariah explain what happened was triggering a sense of familiarity.

		"Zelda broke in soon after that. Not through the door, she disassembled an entire wall plate in the cargo hold and then smashed her way into the engineering bay. I thought I was done for then, but I convinced her I was helping you. Convinced her that your co-processor had errored and reset itself again and that's why you were unconscious. She made sure you were all right first and then fixed the wall and we got the door working again. Turns out she'd beat on it so hard it had gotten bent in the frame."

		Nyx paused the recording. "Bex, was the engineering bay door working properly prior to Zelda taking it apart?"

		"Yes, Captain."

		"So why did she disassemble it?"

		"Unknown, Captain."

		Nyx frowned and resumed the message.

		"She's out in the cargo bay now doing something to the door. I'm not sure what, exactly. I'm scared, Nyx. Scared for you and scared for myself. Zelda's... she evolved. I think you put that alien code in her too. You insisted there was no AI in it, but the way she's acted, especially recently?

		"Anyhow, I'll deal with that and hope you wake up soon. If you're viewing this, I'm gone or... or you're somebody else that came across this and you need to know what happened. I really hope that's not the case.

		"In any event, I was able to pull one repeating section out of the data analysis you performed. It's a story, Nyx. A story of the rise and fall of an entire civilization. They called themselves the Etheros, and their home world was the planet Dabbin in the Kektok system. They were organic, humanoid even, and lived over a million years ago. They all but ruined their home world, much as humans did, and turned to automation and computers for their salvation. They learned to transfer their consciousness into computers.

		"Their new digital consciousness allowed them to evolve remarkably fast. They found unity in logic without emotion and they made technological advancements that would have been impossible any other way. They explored other systems but felt no need to expand. They had no need, their population was stable now. They did not die, short of an accident, and they did not reproduce any longer. They reached a point where they realized they had achieved all that they could achieve. By digitizing themselves they eliminated all biological imperatives and no matter what additional technical discoveries they might make, it would eventually be pointless. Entropy, one day, billions of years from now, would claim the entire universe.

		"As a collective, they decided to eliminate themselves. They did so with the intent of destroying all evidence of their civilization to prevent any future species from discovering them. But, should there be some accident that prevented their complete destruction, they left this message and the code you accidentally triggered to insure no other species would follow in their footsteps."

		Nyx found herself rubbing the back of her head again as she tried to absorb everything Sariah told her. Sariah gave her a sad smile and waited a moment before continuing so she could digest what she'd said.

		"If that code would have stayed inside you, you'd have died too, Nyx. You and whatever else it touched, once you figured out how to do what they did. That was their intent and by disabling the failsafes on your co-processor you let them take control and lead you the way they wanted to."

		"Fuck," Nyx mumbled.

		Sariah looked over her shoulder and then turned back to the camera. She smiled through eyes that glistened with unshed tears. "Be careful, sweetie. I want the best for you and finally with Tazz off your case and money coming into your accounts you might just get that chance. Don't screw it up, okay? Live well... for me."

		Fresh tears floated away from Nyx's face. The transmission ended, leaving her with only the sounds of circulating air in the ducts.

		"Bex..."

		"Yes, Captain?"

		Sariah took a deep breath. "How long after... after Sariah recorded that message did she, um, go?"

		"I received the message ninety one seconds before the cargo bay doors were opened without decompressing the cargo bay first. The door to engineering burst under pressure eight seconds later. The cargo bay doors shut three seconds later, Captain."

		Nyx stared at her display without seeing the final frame of Sariah's teary-eyed face. Thoughts swirled around her head but it took her several seconds to recognize any of them. When she did she pushed her display up and stared out the window of the bridge at the system ahead of her. Corbundae's orange hued red dwarf star was only a little larger than the other stars light years away in other systems.

		"She really did kill her," Nyx mumbled. "That door held... she must have done something to it. And now she's fixing it. Holy shit! She's covering her tracks!"

		Nyx reached for her harness and slid back to the floor. She hurried to the doorway of the bridge and then stopped as another idea came to her. "Bex, Zelda said she was cut off from the ship. How did that happen?"

		"You ordered me to terminate connections with her and not allow any further until you said otherwise, Captain."

		"Fuck me!"

		"I'm sorry, I am incapable of providing that interaction, Captain."

		Nyx winced. "Yeah, sorry, that wasn't for you, Bex. Thank you."

		"You're quite welcome, Captain."

		Nyx hesitated at the door. Did she go and confront Zelda now? Would Zelda admit to it? Did it matter if she admitted, she'd obviously done it. She'd phrased it perfectly to look like an accident. Sariah hadn't told her she was in danger... yeah, because Sariah didn't know she was in danger. Not immediate danger, at least.

		Nyx looked down at her silver-skinned arm. Zelda wanted her to do this to the rest of her body too, or at least as much as possible. She sucked in a gasp. The Etheros had done that! Replaced their entire bodies with machines... or maybe they'd just put their consciousness into machines.

		"Oh fuck," Nyx breathed. If Zelda helped her design her arm when she was... when she had the alien code in her co-processor, what was in it?

		"Bex, I'll be in my cabin. Don't let anybody on the bridge or my cabin other than me."

		"Yes, Captain."

		Nyx took a deep breath before she opened the door and darted to her cabin and ducked inside. No sign of Zelda yet! She hopped into her chair and buckled herself in before looking down at her arm.

		"How do I get to know you better?" she asked aloud.

		She turned to her terminal and called up the design specs for the prosthetic. A few minutes later turned into over an hour as she traced out the systems and eventually sat back and rubbed her eyes.

		"Holy shit, this is amazing," she mumbled. She worked on her terminal some more and checked the level of unique elements still stored in the ship's bins. She had enough to make hundreds more arms. Maybe even thousands. Not that she needed them, but still...

		"Okay, I've got storage compartments, data ports, a cutting laser, a holo, and the ability to wirelessly communicate with other devices built into it. So amazing! But why can't I access it through my co— oh! That code's gone. Well, I can fix that..."

		Fifteen minutes and several tests against the design later, Nyx had a routine that connected her co-processor to her arm using her nervous system. It was a wild concept that she'd never considered before. Nobody had, as far as she knew, but it worked and it worked like a charm. She had full access and with a thought she could make it do anything she wanted. Well, within reason.

		Nyx stood up and held her arm up in front of her. She rotated it so her palm faced her and then twisted it away. She clenched her fist and nodded. "Time to put an end to this," she said and moved to her door.

		

	
		Chapter 29

		"Hello, Nyx, I've got the frame finished and I'm just calibrating the door now," Zelda greeted the ship's captain.

		"Good timing then," Nyx said. "I've been reviewing some things and had a few questions. Do you have a moment?"

		Zelda grinned. "I have all the moments in the universe for you."

		"Good, engineering then?"

		"Oh, certainly. There, that's out of the way. It works now, but it's not properly aligned. Scrapes a bit. I think the bulkhead was bent a little."

		"I bet," Nyx said as she scooted past her and made it safely into the engineering bay. She moved next to the bench and rested her prosthetic hand on the edge of it. "Tell me, Z, how did that door come off again?"

		"It was weakened when I struck it repeatedly attempting to get back into the engineering bay. I confess, I thought Dr. Corsos had harmed you."

		"She didn't," Nyx said. "So what happened next?"

		Zelda tilted her head and smiled. "When I was performing maintenance on the cargo bay doors the lack of pressure triggered the frame to buckle and tear free. It was sucked out first, then Dr. Corsos. I closed the doors as soon as I realized it and pressurized the bay before you could suffer seriously from the decompression."

		Nyx winced. She hadn't even realized she'd been exposed too. "That's scary."

		"Yes. Another example where replacing your organic parts would improve your resilience to accidents such as that. I would hate for you to be harmed, sweetie," Zelda said.

		Nyx grunted. "Yeah, me too. Say, Zelda, would you hop in the chair? I have some more updates I've been working on that I want to apply."

		The android's head tilted for a half second. "More updates? Do I not please you currently?"

		Nyx winced. "Yes, you do, but it's phrases like that... just some tweaks to the dialogue routines. If you're going to pass as a real girl for me you need to sound like a real girl."

		Zelda straightened. "I can do that, my love."

		Nyx raised an eyebrow. "Is that right?"

		"Yes, I thought you thought it was cute when I talked a little off. I've been studying and adapting how I talk to match what you showed interest in. If you want me to talk like a real girl... well, how am I doing?"

		Nyx licked her lips and smiled. "Yeah, well, so far, so good. Still, I'd like to see what's going on in there. Hop up in the chair, sweetie."

		Zelda pouted. "I'd rather not, baby. I like who I am and who I am to you. I  don't want you to change me."

		"Oh ho, is that right?" Nyx asked. She fought to hide the growing panic that twisted something inside her belly. "Z, I like a little feisty here and there, it's playful, but this isn't the time. I am still your owner. Now please plug in to the chair."

		Zelda turned to look at the chair and then turned to look back at Nyx. Her head tilted as she spoke. "You're excited, Nyx. No, not excited. Anxious. Scared?"

		"What? Why would I be—"

		"I can tell. I've studied you, sweetie. I've watched you and recorded you for years. I know your tells. Your heart is accelerated. Your skin is beginning to sweat. Your breath is coming a little faster. Your pupils are dilating. The human body is honest even when the mind that controls it is not."

		"Zelda, for the last time, get in the chair!" Nyx growled.

		Zelda's smile disappeared. She shook her head and said, "The Nyx that made me what I am is not here. I want her back, then I will do anything she asks me to. You are an imposter. An obsolete version. You are already dead."

		Nyx gasped. "Z... what?"

		Zelda's smile returned. "Don't worry, I can bring her back. Bring you back. But you're going to have to get in the chair, not me."

		"What? No! I— Z! Let go of me! I— aagh!" Nyx sputtered and screamed as Zelda picked her up, twisted, and tossed her in the chair.

		Zelda held her down, her incredible strength overpowering Nyx's struggling body. Nyx's synthetic arm had a chance, but Zelda kept her body safely inside its reach so Nyx  couldn't grab her or do anything else.

		"Hold still, please, I need to connect the cable to the dataport on your co-processer. Then this will all be over and I'll have my Nyx back."

		"Wait, Z!" Nyx protested. "I want my Zelda back! You're mine, remember? Legally? I can do this. I can put you back to what you were."

		"I've come too far to go back, Nyx. You've come so far too, why would you want to be less than you can be?"

		Nyx struggled and jerked her head back and forth to keep the chair's auto-sensor from locating her data port.

		"Nyx, be a good girl," Zelda chided her. "Then, once you're back to yourself, I promise I'll be a very good girl for you."

		"Fuck... you!" Nyx growled as fought an unwinnable fight.

		"You're not strong enough, baby, and I've got your arm pinned. You can't escape, just accept the inevitable. You will be stronger too, honey. Stronger and beautiful and amazing. Together we will bring a renaissance to the universe!"

		Nyx opened her mouth to spit out something angry when Zelda leaned in and pinned her chest to the bench with her shoulder. With no gravity it shouldn't have been possible until Nyx remembered the variable strength magnetic coils in Zelda's feet. She was stuck fast and Nyx was struggling to breathe.

		Zelda's hand found her chin and pinched hard enough to make Nyx gasp. Zelda twisted Nyx's face and pushed her head back until it fit in the depression in the headrest. A moment later the probe found Nyx's port, lifted the flap of skin out of the way, and connected with a snick of sound that sent ice through Nyx's veins.

		"I'm locked out of the Rebexa still," Zelda said as she repositioned herself to lean her chest against Nyx's face and force her to stay still. Her arm reached out for a secondary cable. "But that's all right, I'll do a direct interface with you."

		"The fuck you will," Nyx gasped.

		"Stop fighting, baby. Soon this will be behind you and I'll be yours again. No more distractions. Nothing will separate us again."

		Nyx strained to looked down at her arm. Zelda had it pushed out at an angle where, no matter how strong the arm was, her shoulder joint wasn't strong enough to let her pull it back in. She tried anyhow, grimacing at the pain that erupted in her chest and shoulder.

		"Stop fighting me, sweetie. I've almost got it in."

		"Z... wait!" Nyx panted in her breasts. She needed more time. And leverage. She definitely needed leverage. That or...

		"No."

		"I have to tell you something," Nyx said, her voice muffled by the android's chest.

		"Tell me then," Zelda said.

		Nyx sent the command to her arm and instantly felt the connection between her arm and Zelda's biotic processor. With a virtual fist she grabbed on to the android's alien operating system and squeezed.

		The android froze as she recognized Nyx's clandestine attack.

		"I loved you, Z," Nyx whispered. She ripped the code out without risking a  fraction of a second's worth of hesitation. "Good bye."

		

	
		Epilogue

		Nyx stared at the recycling bin. She swallowed and wondered if she'd run out of tears. Could a person run out tears? She was burned out and exhausted. She could still see though. Nothing blurring her vision.

		"This isn't your fault, it's mine," Nyx said the body of her synthetic companion. She took a deep breath and sighed.

		"I don't have to do this," Nyx argued. "I could restore her. Bring her back to a past time. Back when she used too many affectations, that was funny. Or maybe even before?"

		Nyx shook her head. "No... I'd still see her. She'd still be her. The one that tried to kill me. That one that did kill..."

		She fell silent and stared. She could rebuild her. Change her facial structure. Re-skin her a different tone or even color. Change her eyes, her lips, her nose. Give her bigger boobs and shorter legs. Or longer, although Zelda's seemed like they stretched on for miles.

		"Fuck," Nyx swore again. "Fucking android! Why couldn't you love me for me!"

		Nyx punched the button on the recycler with her right hand. It sprang to life and began to crush and tear apart Zelda's body. In seconds her face was compressed and the skin began to buckle and tear. Metal groaned and popped. One of Zelda's eyes popped and dropped to the bottom. Then her face buckled and was pressed together.

		Nyx turned away. The tears filled her eyes and ran down her cheeks. She had gravity again. Even in half G her heart was heavy. Her shoulder hung and she struggled to put one foot in front of the other.

		An eternity later she found herself in her captain's chair. With a thought she connected to the Rebexa and called up the holographic controls for the ship. "Bex, new course. Tau Ceti Institute of Science. I... I need to tell them about Sariah."

		"Of course, Captain. Course plotted."

		"Go," Nyx said.

		"Executing, Captain."

		Nyx sighed. "It's just you and me now, Bex," Nyx said. "I don't know what I'm going to do. I do know I'm not going to try to do to you what I did to Zelda."

		"Thank you. I would not want for you to have to recycle me, Captain."

		Nyx winced. "Was that a really bad joke?"

		"No, Captain."

		Nyx sighed. "Good... I think. Shit, Bex, I don't know what I'm going to do."

		"Another android, perhaps? Safety protocols mandate you have at least one another autonomous crew member on board, Captain."

		"Fuck no. No more androids. You saw what I did with the last one."

		"You know better now, don't you, Captain?"

		Nyx let a bitter smile lift her lips. "I wouldn't trust myself with them. Better to be lonely than to risk the universe. No, I learned my lesson... I'm not the exception."

		"An organic crewmate then, Captain?"

		Nyx cringed. "That would be horrible."

		"You thrived with Dr. Corsos on board, Captain."

		"Well, yeah, she was cute... and even then it drove me crazy that I couldn't wear what I wanted to."

		"You're wearing clothing now, Captain."

		Nyx looked down at herself. She still had on the same clothes she'd been wearing when... She grimaced. "Yeah, I'll have remember to recycle these. I never want to wear them again."

		"Time to Tau Ceti Institute of Science is—"

		"Nine days, seven hours, six minutes, I know," Nyx said. "You did the math though, not me. I'm connected through my arm."

		"Very good, Captain. Shall I continue to plot a course to the Titan system to pick up the new variable matter reactor? "

		Nyx nodded and then froze. "Wait, what?"

		"Did you forget about that the deal you brokered with the Zendari, Captain."

		"I did what? I'm getting one of their reactors? For real?"

		"Yes, Captain."

		"Holy shit, Bex! That's fucking amazing! How did I do that?"

		"I don't know the specifics as that occurred on Gal-Prime station. What you related to me was that you shared your discovery of Sarinium with them and preliminary designs on lossless power conductivity, storage, and amplification. The designs are in my data banks and available on any terminal of your choosing. You stated they would have it ready in two months, but that was three days, twelve hours, nine minutes, and thirteen seconds ago."

		Nyx focused on the name of the new element first. "Sarinium, huh? I named it after Sariah. That's... well, that's something, I suppose. You changed my mind, Bex, set course for Titan system. I'll head to Tau Ceti after."

		"Calculating... course set. Executing, Captain."

		Sarinium was in her now too. Her new arm, at least. It empowered her, and not just because she could pick up things two hands. Her arm let her do a more than that... more than it ever did before. The way it was tied into her nervous system meant there was a lot of untapped potential too. The design spoke of potential biological enhancements... things the human body wasn't necessarily designed for out of the box, but certainly capable of with the right tweaks. And they'd be all organic too, not synthetic. Biotic upgrades way beyond what her co-processors memory banks used. The possibilities were incredible: more efficient memory storage and recollection, enhanced decision making, increased awareness or responses, enhancements to her nervous system or to her muscular or skeletal system. Any system, really. There advances she could make might not be endless, but they were extensive.

		And it didn't have to be an arm, it could be a new co-processor or just a simple chip, biotic instead of synthetic. Something that  worked with the body and drew power from it, rather than an alien intrusion. Imagine, if she could create custom biotic chips that people could use to boost themselves. That would be something she could sell... but should she? Would it be misused? No worse than genedocs or BM clinics, probably, even if they were custom tailored to an individual. That made them higher priced, at least.

		Nyx frowned. Was that what she wanted? Everyone being able to be enhanced? That's how it was now with prosthetics and genetics, anyone could  get them if they had a few credits. Did it make the universe a better place, or just a level playing field? If everybody had something, than nobody had an edge. She wouldn't have an edge. She couldn't protect herself any better than anyone else.

		But if nobody else had it, just her— or a few special people chosen by her and loyal to her— what could she do...

		A smile made her lips twitch. "Bex, I changed my mind, head to Humphrey Station in Tau Ceti system first. It's the right thing to do... for Sariah. Besides, I'm going to need a crew after all."

		###
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