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 Chapter 1 – Adeline 
 
    Lieutenant Colonel Brian Kidd topped up his friend’s glass from the pitcher of beer. He and longtime pal, Conrad Hardin, sat at the bar in the officer’s mess aboard the Alliance ship Adeline, an older dreadnaught-class battle carrier in the Seventeenth Fleet. The two men had entered the service together and served King Lucas with distinction for almost twenty years; much longer than either of them predicted when they signed up. 
 
    Along the way, Hardin pulled ahead in rank and responsibility and was now Adeline’s skipper. Fortunately, the difference in pecking order had not affected their friendship, a fact for which both men were grateful. 
 
    Except for times like tonight. When it came to the real world, Hardin was irritatingly unsympathetic. That’s why he had advanced in rank, of course, and also why he wasn’t always a satisfactory drinking buddy. 
 
    “She moved out,” Brian said miserably. 
 
    “I heard,” Hardin replied. “You weren’t really surprised, were you? Word is she saw those pictures.” 
 
    “It was just a kiss! It’s not like I cheated on her!” 
 
    “I know. She would probably have forgiven you that. Why did you even post those things? How stupid can you be?” 
 
    Brian sighed. “It wasn’t me. Vince put them on his blog, and they got passed around. I didn’t know anything about it.” He turned an angry eye on Hardin. “It’s all your fault, anyway. You were the one egging me on back then.” 
 
    “Everyone was,” Hardin said with a grin. “I never thought you would do it. Whatever possessed you to kiss a cow?” 
 
    “I don’t remember,” Brian admitted sadly. “The whole squadron was drunk.” 
 
    “That’s not much of an excuse. It’s why you got anthrax, for crying out loud. Why do you think she left? She’s the admiral’s daughter, and she was afraid you would give her anthrax!” 
 
    Brian shook his head carefully; he’d had too much to drink, so his balance was not a hundred percent. “That’s not possible. Bovine anthrax can’t be transmitted from one human to another.” 
 
    “Yeah! Just like you couldn’t catch it from Bossy! You’re lucky Vince took those pics. If Baby Doc hadn’t seen them, he never would have figured out what you had.” 
 
    Brian winced and looked around the bar. “Keep it quiet, would you? Maybe a few people in the galaxy haven’t heard about it yet.” 
 
    The recent temporary duty trip was one he would rather forget. The planet Meeral wasn’t exactly a vacation spot, but the sparsely populated world had great, white-sand beaches and welcomed Alliance cash. As a TDY location, it was the perfect place to blow off steam while filling those ground-training requirements you couldn’t get aboard a vessel in space, things like firearms practice. Brian typically ranked Expert Marksman, enabling him to win several bets amongst his colleagues. 
 
    Hardin said, “You’re dreaming if you think this will stay quiet. She’s telling everyone that you are a degenerate and worse. I don’t know what your new nickname will be, but it ain’t gonna be pretty.” 
 
    Brian thought about it. “I have to get off this boat, at least for a few days.” He gave Hardin a beseeching look. “You got anything? There must be someplace you can send me. Conference? Errand? Inspection?” 
 
    Hardin gave it some consideration. “I’m not sure,” he said vaguely. 
 
    Brian usually avoided off-ship duties as they typically involved wearing something other than a flight suit, his preferred uniform of choice. It wasn’t that he didn’t have the necessary accouterments hanging in his locker; he dressed up well when it became absolutely mandatory. And at the moment, he was desperate. If it put some space between him and the admiral, anything would do. 
 
    Hardin’s expression said he did indeed have a chore that would involve being absent. 
 
    “You have something, don’t you?” Brian insisted. “I can tell. What is it?” 
 
    “I do, but this could be out of the frying pan, kind of thing.” 
 
    “I don’t care. How far away?” 
 
    “A requirement just came in today from Fleet. Every unit has to send a field-grade officer to the coronation on Siegum Two.” 
 
    Brian wasn’t one to keep up with Nobility comings and goings, other than the fact there were fewer royal families than there used to be, and that was thanks to the Bakkui resurgence. Most recently, the Fourteenth Family had finally been wiped out by the mechanized menace. 
 
    “Coronation?” Brian asked. “Who’s getting a crown way out here?” 
 
    “Ninth Family. I guess they finally sorted out who the top dog is. King Lucas will be there along with just about everyone royal.” 
 
    “We don’t have anything to do with the Families,” Brian pointed out. 
 
    “I know. But the king likes keeping the Alliance Navy in front of Nobility bigwigs, mostly so they know we’re really here. He wants to remind them he has two navies and that the Alliance is bigger than everyone else’s.” 
 
    Brian was not interested in the political strategy of Alliance versus Nobility. From his perspective, the event would give him an opportunity to be absent. “I can do that. All I have to do is stand there and look pretty, right?” 
 
    “Sounds that way. But like I said, you would be up to your neck in VIPs. It’s not the place to shine your ass, and I’m serious. No one messes around when King Lucas is present. And keep it to yourself that you hate royalty.” 
 
    “That’s not true. I don’t hate them.” 
 
    “Well, maybe hate is the wrong word, but they scare you. You don’t like being around them.” 
 
    “That’s fair enough,” Brian replied with a nod. “Unpredictable bunch.” 
 
    “Just keep in mind, the king is not a forgiving person.” 
 
    “You know me; I keep my head down around the brass.” 
 
    “All right. You’ll have to ship out tonight. Formal dress uniform—” Hardin’s eyes widened as he recalled an important fact. 
 
    “What is it?” Brian asked. 
 
    A look of disgust crossed Hardin’s face. “The order specifies executive class ships only.” 
 
    “Patches?” Brian asked with a certain amount of glee. He then sobered immediately. “Not a scratch, I swear.” He held up his right hand as a pledge. 
 
    Patches was Hardin’s new toy. At long last, he had been issued the executive yacht that his position entitled him to. When it first arrived, Hardin had been so excited that he took Brian out for a spin. It was only a fifteen-minute flight, barely out of Adeline’s traffic pattern, but Hardin pointed out every single bell and whistle in the new vessel. Brian played along for his buddy’s sake, oohing and aahing over all the features. And now Hardin had to give it up for the VIP trip assignment. That had to hurt. 
 
    “You better take care of her,” Hardin warned. “She still has that new smell.” 
 
    Brian did not begrudge his friend those rare perks of rank; the man worked hard at his job and was considered to be an outstanding skipper. 
 
    “I will personally buff her armor plating when I get back. Is that a yes? I can go?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so. I was wondering who to pick. I didn’t figure you were interested, so I was thinking about Ed Perry.” 
 
    “Perry would be good,” Brian agreed. “He’s an ass-kisser from way back. But I need it more than him, at least today.” 
 
    Hardin shook his head in regret. “Perry is such an awful pilot. I’m amazed every time he survives a mission.” 
 
    “That’s true enough, but he’s smart; the second it gets hairy, he gives his AI the hammer. Not too many fighter pilots are willing to do that.” 
 
    “I wonder about that sometimes,” Hardin said. “Should we even have fighter AIs that smart? When you think about it, we’re just letting AIs battle each other. Does that make sense to you?” 
 
    “I’m okay either way. If it was up to me, I’d churn out a million combat drones and turn ’em loose. Then we could all go home.” 
 
    Hardin raised his eyebrows to show his disapproval of the comment. “Don’t even start down that road. You spout that crap on Siegum, you’ll get your ass thrown in jail, and I won’t lift a finger to bail you out.” 
 
    Brian shrugged. “I know. Against royal edicts. I don’t agree, but I’ll keep my mouth shut.” 
 
    “You better. It’s all tied up in Nobility tradition. And the king makes no bones about it. He’s dead set against autonomous AIs. Word is that’s why he clamped down on replicators.” 
 
    The discussion wandered back to the war. Both men had the same general understanding. It was accepted, but not mentioned beyond the confines of a private conversation, that the Alliance was losing; the Bakkui simply would not stop. The artificial intelligence that fueled their aggression was implacable.  
 
    No doubt, someone, somewhere would find an answer and it would probably be the king. He had always come up with a solution in the past; he would do so again. 
 
    The two men emptied their glasses and, by mutual agreement, cut the evening short. Brian had to get off Adeline before the admiral found him, and Hardin had to keep skippering. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    The executive yacht was beautiful. Patches was slightly larger than a typical military shuttle, and her executive classification bespoke luxurious appointments. She had a modest salon, complete with a full galley and even a minibar. The main cabin was essentially a living room and included a leather couch with matching armchairs. The dining space was a small booth tucked into a corner across from the galley, and it had a reasonably sized window so you could enjoy a meal and actually see the stars outside. A narrow corridor led to a single stateroom on the right and a full head on the left. It included both bath and shower, unheard of for a military vessel. The berth even held a king-size bed. 
 
    “Welcome aboard, Colonel Kidd,” a feminine voice said. “My name is Patches. We have departure clearance.” She sounded like a chatty kind of AI, probably standard for this class of yacht. There was no bulkhead between the main cabin and the cockpit. 
 
    “Okay. Take us out,” Brian said. 
 
    He plopped down in the pilot’s seat and examined the console. It was not a typical instrument layout, no indicators for speed, direction, or power plant, not even a joystick. The executive-option package replaced such mundane considerations with automated displays that showed the route of flight and time to go; in Brian’s case, five days and counting. The shuttle did not require human intervention on such a vanilla mission. This was the kind of starship that an admiral or senior ranking official would feel good in. 
 
    “Launching now,” Patches said. “We are headed to Siegum Two in the Ninth Family region.” The video display to the left of the main viewport illuminated with a star map. “Our destination is the homeworld of the Heyerdahl Family.” 
 
    “Can you give me some background?” Brian asked. 
 
    “His Majesty King Lucas is going to invest the family’s eldest surviving son as the Duke of Heyerdahl. Alliance Headquarters ordered five battle groups to join the Royal Navy in sending representatives to attend the three-day ceremony. However, the order recently expanded to additional units, which include the Seventeenth Fleet. We will arrive just in time.” 
 
    “For the whole ceremony?” From what Brian knew of coronations, they could go on for days and were often quite a party. 
 
    “Negative. We will arrive in time only for actual investiture.” 
 
    “Too bad, I could use the extra time away. Why bring in the Alliance way out here? Not too many people understand the difference between the various royal navies and us, anyway. And besides, I thought they usually kept these kinds of events local.” 
 
    “The Bakkui have been unusually aggressive in the Ninth Family region lately. Also, there is a growing faction who oppose the Duke’s elevation. News reports speculate King Lucas decided a military show of force would be prudent on several levels.” 
 
    Brian cared little for local politics; it reminded him too much of home. Back on Earth, his mom, God rest her soul, had worried endlessly about who was running for what office. When Brian was young, she had dragged him along to dozens of political speeches, marches, and protests. 
 
    It wasn’t that she held strong beliefs; she flip-flopped her principles for reasons that were, to Brian, totally inscrutable. As he got older, he realized her stance depended on who she was dating. In the end, he never saw that it made a difference, either with policy or romance. She finally passed away without ever snagging a new husband or seeing her candidate win the presidency. 
 
    “All right then,” Brian said. “I guess it’s time for me to get up to speed on the royal family. I don’t want to say the wrong thing at the wrong time.” 
 
    Patches’ voice took on a professorial tone. “King Lucas and Queen Anabelle have one daughter, Princess Rosa, aged twenty-five.” 
 
    “Just one heir? Why didn’t they have any more?” 
 
    “Such inquiries into the personal affairs of His Majesty are inappropriate.” 
 
    Brian scoffed at the reprimand. “Fair enough. Anything you can tell me that isn’t privileged?” 
 
    Patches considered the question for a moment. “First, it is unlikely that you will be involved with the royal family during this brief tour of duty.” 
 
    “We can only hope,” Brian remarked drily. 
 
    “Second, it is public knowledge that Princess Rosa is of an extremely delicate constitution. There are always medical attendants around Her Highness. Based on your recent health issues from bovine contact, I suggest you keep your distance.” 
 
    Brian ignored the cheap shot. “The princess is ill? I didn’t think anyone got sick anymore. Not with our implants. And aren’t Nobility implants even better? Or is she just a hypochondriac?” 
 
    “Your inquiries into the medical background of the royal family are…” 
 
    “Inappropriate,” Brian finished sarcastically. “Okay, disregard.” In at least one regard, Patches was absolutely correct. As a lowly military pilot, flown in for appearance’s sake only, Brian would not be allowed anywhere near the royal family. He moved back into the salon, poured himself a drink, and turned on the entertainment center. It was going to be a boring five days. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “I confirm we will arrive on time,” Patches said. “But it will be close. I suggest you get ready.” 
 
    Protocol dictated that Brian wear his formal dress uniform, an uncomfortable outfit in the best of circumstances. He considered it comparable to a straightjacket. It hung in the stateroom’s tiny closet, ready to put on. He had spent a bit of time arranging the appropriate medals. 
 
    The Milky Way Alliance had adopted Earth’s military penchant of giving out medals for what Brian considered the most trivial of accomplishments. After twenty years, he had accumulated dozens. Fortunately, formal dress protocol limited bragging rights to a single row of colorful decorations pinned to his chest. 
 
    Once duded up, Brian considered strapping on his standard-issue sidearm. 
 
    “Should I wear the gun?” he asked aloud. 
 
    “Not recommended,” Patches said. “Personal weapons are not allowed in the king’s presence. You may carry a ceremonial sword, but leave the firearm behind.” 
 
    That didn’t make sense in the galaxy’s rustic outback, but he packed the pistol back into his duffel and decided to skip the sword too. With his fashion accessories now completed, he went up to the cockpit to wait. “What do you mean our timing will be close,” he asked. 
 
    “I mean that we are actually late. Fortunately, we are not the only last-minute arrivals. Approach control has given several executive shuttles permission to land near the Royal Auditorium, where the coronation will take place. Just follow your fellow attendees into the Great Hall and find a seat.” 
 
    “Don’t get us shot down.” Approval for a high-speed planetary descent was unusual. 
 
    “Entering the atmosphere at this time,” Patches said. “I will be braking until touchdown. Prepare to disembark.” 
 
    Brian had rarely seen such a rapid atmospheric penetration outside of a combat mission. Siegum Two filled the main viewport at an alarming rate. He stood near the exit hatch with a tight grip on the overhead grab bar until the warship came to a halt, and the door opened. 
 
    As Patches had said, similar shuttles were touching down. From each one, a single uniformed passenger disembarked and hurried across the wide plaza toward a palatial building. Brian set off at a quick march. 
 
    At the top of the broad stairs, fierce-looking guards funneled attendees through a security check. Brian hadn’t seen such a spectacle since his last visit to Earth. 
 
    A top-level dignitary, dressed in gold and royal purple, was attracting extra attention. The guard’s inspection had revealed an antique pistol holstered under his robes, and the man was ruthlessly hustled aside. Patches had been right about the gun. 
 
    Brian passed through the checkpoint without incident and entered through a set of massive carved wooden doors. Ushers urgently gestured for him to continue inward. 
 
    The domed foyer was lined by yet more guards who wore King Lucas’s family crest, a bird of prey holding a sheaf of arrows in either claw. The symbol looked suspiciously like an overly aggressive American eagle. Those who knew of the king’s origin were familiar with his preference for borrowing ideas from Earth. The guards stood like statues, looking neither left nor right. 
 
    On the far side of the chamber, another set of doors beckoned him inward. Attendants kept the late arrivals moving along. Once through, Brian found himself inside the Great Hall, an amphitheater-sized auditorium. The floor sloped down toward a raised stage, and the place was packed. 
 
    He crept down the center aisle looking for an empty seat, but there were none. As he shuffled along, people already seated began hissing at him to find a spot. It was getting embarrassing. 
 
    An usher appeared and grabbed Brian’s arm with the strength of a blacksmith, and forced him down the aisle toward the completely vacant front row, right in front of the stage. The usher pushed him into the aisle seat and stomped back up to assist other attendees. So much for blending into the throng. 
 
    Brian settled in and gawked at the ceremonial auditorium. On either side, balcony seats were overflowing; the place was like a giant opera house. Everyone was dressed to the nines, and a buzz of anticipation filled the atmosphere. 
 
    On the stage, another twenty guards lined the backdrop. For a supposedly celebratory occasion, it was painfully evident that security was the theme of the day. 
 
    The usher reappeared, manhandling two additional latecomers into the seats next to Brian. They, too, began rubbernecking at all the splendor. One by one, the last few seats were filled, and as if on cue, the lights dimmed. A hush of expectation fell upon the crowd. 
 
    A small man in long robes appeared from behind the side curtain and gave out an oyez oyez-like cry. The assemblage rose to their feet. 
 
    From the wings on either side, two entourages began a march toward stage center. 
 
    From the left was King Lucas and Queen Annabelle. Brian recognized them from his studies; it was the first time he had ever seen them in person. The king was an imposing individual, tall and of regal bearing; he looked like the galaxy’s supreme monarch. And the queen herself was beautiful. In a flowing gown, she had one hand on her husband’s forearm and walked beside him in perfect step. 
 
    Following the royal couple, an attendant pushed a wheelchair bearing a young woman who wore a simple white robe. She looked thin and frail, and her black hair was streaked with gray. 
 
    It had to be Princess Rosa. Brian hadn’t realized she was that handicapped. Once the princess was situated next to her mother, the attendant helped her to stand upright and then moved back toward the wings. The princess held onto her mother’s arm as though she might fall over without support. 
 
    From the right, a tall man marched in and took a position next to King Lucas. It was the soon-to-be Duke of Heyerdahl. He, too, was accompanied by a modest coterie of robed ministers. 
 
    King Lucas stepped forward to make some introductory remarks, but before he could speak, someone in the center of the auditorium screamed an unintelligible oath and threw a grenade toward the stage. 
 
    At the same time, several people in the balcony seats began shouting as well. What was worse, they had somehow smuggled pistols past the security checks. A dozen of the discontents started firing at the onstage assemblage. 
 
    The king was no slouch. He whipped a sword from under his robes, and as the grenade skittered across the stage, he literally batted it away like a cricket ball. It landed on the other side of the aisle from Brian about five rows back and exploded, wiping out a half-dozen onlookers. 
 
    King Lucas was taking hits, but the body armor under his ceremonial dress limited the force of the bullets’ impact to knocking him back a step. He produced a short-barreled shotgun from a thigh holster, and moved in front of Queen Annabelle, unloading both barrels at the attackers. She, in turn, moved to shield the princess. 
 
    Even as the queen stepped toward her daughter, royal guards rushed forward to help. Most of the guards surrounded the king, but one of the men bodily picked up the queen and headed off stage left. 
 
    The man seated right next to Brian shouted a curse and pointed a pistol at the king, fumbling with the safety. Brian jerked the gun out of his hand, flicked off the safety, and fired three rounds into his ribcage. Another would-be assassin, four rows back, saw the intervention and turned his weapon toward Brian. Brian shot first, rocking the assailant backward with a bright red spot on his white jacket. 
 
    A charge from Brian’s flank knocked him to the floor. It was not an attacker, just everyone else on his row stampeding for the exit. By the time he regained his feet, he had lost the gun. 
 
    On the stage above, guards were hustling the royal couple to safety, while Queen Annabelle screamed for someone to protect her daughter. 
 
    One of the attendants who had tried to do so, lay on the stage with blood streaming from a head wound. The princess had fallen to the floor and was struggling to get back in the wheelchair. Another of her personal attendants hurried forward and quickly lifted her into the seat. 
 
    As he grabbed the handgrips, a bullet took him in the shoulder and spun him sideways. It gave the princess an unexpected shove toward the stage’s front edge. 
 
    The wheelchair’s two front wheels ran off the lip, catapulting the young woman out of her seat with her arms outstretched and her face full of astonishment. 
 
    Brian took a step forward and caught her…like a bale of feathers; she was surprisingly light. The wheelchair crashed at his feet and folded flat on its side. He grabbed one of the handlebars and tried to put the young woman into the seat, but unfolding a wheelchair with one hand proved not the easiest thing to do. The thing collapsed on itself, and the princess wound up on the floor. 
 
    He tried to scoop her up, but her dress tangled under the contraption’s footrests. She clasped her hands around his neck and jerked his head to get his attention. 
 
    “Forget the wheelchair!” she barked. “Get us out of here!” 
 
    Brian glanced at the stage; it was empty except for a few remaining guards. They were firing into the throng, apparently indiscriminately. At the same time, several attackers in the thinning crowd crouched behind seats and fired back. 
 
    “Now!” the princess commanded. 
 
    Brian obeyed; he gathered her into his arms and stood up, ignoring the sound of ripping silk. He ran up the aisle toward the exit. Eleven rows up, a heavyset man pushed through the crowd into their path. He was armed with an ugly looking weapon. Before he could line up his shot, the princess produced a petite handgun of her own and nailed him with three slugs to center torso. 
 
    “I’ll worry about any attackers,” Rosa said through clenched teeth. “You just keep moving.” 
 
    Brian was impressed. Someone had taught the girl how to shoot. He grunted and headed into the mass of humanity that was crowding around the exits. 
 
    Rosa whispered into Brian’s ear. “I’m okay, Mom. One of the military escorts is getting me out.” She was talking to her mother via her implant. Brian could tell from her gasping words that she was in pain. “You and Dad keep going. No! I’m fine, I promise. I think I broke a rib, but that’s all.” 
 
    Brian pushed his way out of the auditorium into the entry hall, where it was a screaming mass of human bedlam. The exits were jammed, and people were blasting away with a variety of weapons. Even guards in the same uniforms were firing at each other. Through the doors ahead, the outside plaza was filled with smoke and explosions. 
 
    “Patches!” Brian shouted. “Do you read me?” 
 
    Loud and clear Captain, came the reply through Brian’s implant. What is going on? I am detecting gunfire. 
 
    “It’s an assassination attempt. I need you to pick me up right now! Bust through the palace doors!” 
 
    I cannot stage such an assault on the Royal Auditorium. That would be inappropriate. 
 
    Brian muttered an oath under his breath, but Rosa said, “Escort ship Patches, this is Princess Rosa. Acknowledge!” 
 
    How may I serve Your Highness? Patches replied. 
 
    “I order you to come to my position immediately. My life is in danger.” 
 
    Nobility AIs followed a complicated hierarchy throughout the human-occupied galaxy. They normally respond to their owners but could be overridden by those with the proper status, such as government, law enforcement, and the military. AIs know who they have to obey and who they can ignore. But one unchallengeable fact is that above everyone else, AIs are subordinate to the First Family. It meant that what Rosa wants, Rosa gets. 
 
    The auditorium’s outer doors splintered inward as Patches stuck her nose through the entryway. The doorway’s stone surround crumbled and fell, bringing down part of the ceiling. The hall filled with clouds of concrete dust. 
 
    Both assailants and defenders began firing on the ship, but the small arms projectiles bounced harmlessly off the ship’s armored hull. 
 
    “Over here!” Brian shouted, and Patches glided in his direction. People scattered from its path, but Brian stood perfectly still until the yacht’s fuselage literally brushed his sleeve. The entry door slid open, and Brian jumped in. “Get us into orbit,” he said as the hatch sealed. 
 
    “Acknowledged,” Patches replied, going straight up through the rotunda’s stained-glass dome. Brian ignored the grinding scrapes as the shuttle took out the decorative ceiling. Stones bounced off her hull until the display screen showed the ground falling away. 
 
    “Put me down,” Rosa said, gasping with pain. “Careful, please. This really hurts.” 
 
    Brian set her on the couch, where she curled into a fetal position, trying to keep strain off her ribcage. She was breathing in quick short gasps, clearly in a lot of pain. 
 
    “Patches,” Brian said. “Join us up with His Majesty’s ship.” 
 
    “That would not be advisable at this time,” Patches replied. “The king is engaged in combat with an attacking force.” 
 
    “Then engage the attackers!” Brian ordered. “Our primary mission is to protect him.” 
 
    “We could,” Patches replied gently. “But I do not think it advisable. The royal escort force significantly outnumbers the enemy force. I believe the king would prefer that we protect his daughter. She will be safer if we just wait.” 
 
    Rosa groaned in pain and gasped, “Don’t wait. Take me to my Aunt Carrie. Hurry.” 
 
    “Confirm that would be Her Royal Highness Princess Carrie, the king’s younger sister?” 
 
    “That’s right. She’s the best when it comes to healing. That’s an order. As quickly as you can.” 
 
    “Course set to Haiyanas Seven, Your Highness,” Patches replied. The front view turned away from the planet. 
 
    “Connect me with my mother,” Rosa ordered. 
 
    “Done,” the ship acknowledged. 
 
    “Mom, I’m on an escort ship. I’m going straight to Aunt Carrie, so she can help with this rib.” She paused to listen for a moment and replied, “No, it’s just the pilot, the soldier who saved me…just a second.” She flicked a glance at Brian. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Brian Kidd.” 
 
    “It’s Captain Kidd,” Rosa said to her mother. 
 
    “Colonel Kidd, actually,” Brian muttered quietly. 
 
    Rosa didn’t hear the correction; she was focused on the mental connection with her mother. She chuckled and said. “Okay, I’ll tell him, but he’s really old, and I’m sure he’s a gentleman. I’m losing you now. I’ll send a message from Aunt Carrie’s place. Love you, bye.” 
 
    Old? Brian disagreed with that assessment; just ask the admiral’s daughter. 
 
    Rosa looked at Brian. “Mom said to keep your hands to yourself, or Dad will kill you.” 
 
    “What? I would never…” Brian didn’t really know how to respond to the parental warning. 
 
    “Forget it,” Rosa gasped. She tried to stretch out but moaned in pain and settled back. “God, this hurts. Ship, give me some pain killer.” 
 
    “Of course, Highness. Colonel Kidd, I am producing medication at this time. The galley replicator will contain a bottle labeled as Aseupilin. You may administer one pill.” 
 
    Brian shook a capsule into his palm and grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge. 
 
    “Here you go,” Brian said, helping the princess to a sitting position. 
 
    She downed the pill with a sip of the water. “Thanks,” she said, returning to a supine position. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Brian said. “Can’t your implant handle this?” 
 
    She held up an index finger and shook it slowly. “Not really. It’s a long story.” Her eyes closed, and a long breath escaped her lips. 
 
    “Princess?” Brian nudged her arm. “You okay?” 
 
    Patches said, “The princess is asleep now. The medication was five hundred milligrams of Aseupilin, a sedative and pain reliever.” 
 
    “Is she going to be okay?” 
 
    “Unknown. Most importantly, her condition will depend on your care. While she is asleep, you need to remove her blood-stained clothing and bathe her. I will print out some clean pajamas.” 
 
    “Bathe her? What kind of idiotic suggestion is that? Her mother—the queen if you recall—just said they’d kill me if I so much as touch her!” 
 
    “Colonel Kidd, those words were merely an admonition that you should attend to the princess in a professional manner, and that includes her personal care. Her mother sent me her medical files, and as of this moment, like it or not, your classification has been changed. You are now Her Royal Highness’s principal guardian and medical attendant.” 
 
    This was not part of Brian’s job description. “Let’s just rejoin with her father’s ship. We can wait until the battle is over.” 
 
    “While I might agree with that course of action, her orders outrank yours. Our destination is unchanged.” 
 
    The entire conversation was ridiculous. 
 
    “Bathing a princess is a little outside of my expertise.” 
 
    “I doubt that, Colonel. You didn’t exhibit such reservations with Shelia or Leeanne or any of your previous female companions. The immediate problem is that the princess is quite frail and extremely susceptible to infection, and she is now covered with dirt and grim.” 
 
    Brian didn’t appreciate the reference to past girlfriends. Nobility AIs had a bad reputation when it came to privacy. 
 
    “Then I guess the princess is going to die,” Brian said firmly, “because I’m not touching that girl with a ten-foot pole.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 2 – Change of Plan 
 
    Brian took a deep breath and tried to stop his hands from shaking. It was difficult because the princess was now lying on the couch, all freshly bathed, dried, and dressed in clean pajamas, and he was the one who got her in that condition. It wasn’t that he was unfamiliar with the female anatomy, but it was his first time with royalty. 
 
    “Calm yourself, Colonel Kidd,” Patches said. “You did an excellent job of caring for the princess. She is about to wake up, so I suggest you concentrate on the meal.” 
 
    He took the vegetable broth out of the replicator and ordered a small loaf of wheat bread. As if on cue, the princess she sat up on the couch. After a moment, she struggled to her feet and headed for the bathroom. 
 
    By the time she returned, Brian had laid out a bowl of warm soup and a thick slice of fresh bread. 
 
    “I feel better,” she admitted, carefully touching her side. 
 
    “You look better,” Brian offered in a neutral voice. 
 
    “You must be trained in healing.” 
 
    “Buddy-care,” Brian said. “It’s standard training in the military.” That wasn’t strictly true. In fact, Brian was acknowledged to have an exceptional skill as a healer. 
 
    She took a careful breath to test the limits. “This wasn’t standard, believe me; I would know. I’ve had hundreds of doctors.” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    “How did you come by your ability?” 
 
    “My mom. She was obsessive about ancient healing techniques, even more than politics. When I was little, she dragged me to every monk and shaman she could find. I don’t know if it was the gurus or if I just had the knack, but once I got the standard military implant, I could heal people better than most. 
 
    “Well, you have a talent for it,” the princess said.  
 
    “Several doctors have studied me,” Brian explained. “But they gave up trying to figure out how it works. I can’t always help, but if I lay hands on a wound, I can usually make it better; keep infection out, that sort of thing. Broken bones are pretty standard; I kick-start the process of knitting bones together. I did what I could while you were out of it.” 
 
    Rosa looked impressed. “I’ve had many specialists attend me, and so far, only Aunt Carrie could have done what you did.” 
 
    “Patches would disagree.” 
 
    “Everything is relative. You did good.” After a moment, she noticed she was clean and wearing fresh pajamas. She looked at him without embarrassment, obviously from growing up as someone who had been subjected to far more medical indignities than he had inflicted. “My name is Rosa, by the way. Thanks.” 
 
    Brian’s face turned red, and he looked away. “Glad you’re doing better.” 
 
    “Ship, when is our projected arrival?” she asked. 
 
    “Five days,” Patches replied. 
 
    “Adjust course to Earth,” Rosa ordered, “and give me a new projection.” 
 
    “Your Highness,” Patches said. “Your mother will be worried if you disappear like that. You should not change your destination without notifying her first.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask for an opinion, ship. Do as I command.” Rosa looked at Brian with a bit of surprise. “Does your shuttle argue with your commands?” 
 
    “All military vessels watch out for their crew. I thought it was good advice. Patches, maintain our course to Haiyanas Seven. Or better yet, join us up with His Majesty’s fleet. What is their current location?” 
 
    “I cannot do so, Captain. Although I disagree with the princess’s change of destination, I am duty bound to carry out her orders.” 
 
    “Earth is too far. An unarmed yacht is not suitable for that long of a voyage, and you don’t have the drives for it.” 
 
    “I have the same drive capability as military cruisers.” 
 
    Brian knew that. It was stupid, trying to bluff an AI. “How long will it take?” 
 
    “Twenty-seven days.” 
 
    Brian groaned aloud. Not only was the trip going to be a nightmare, but Hardin would kill him for running off with his beloved Patches. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “What is your problem?” Brian asked the princess. After two days of convalescence, she had wanted to make lunch but almost collapsed before finishing. He rescued her when she slumped over the counter and got her comfortable on the couch. “I’ve never seen someone of your status have so much trouble with their health.” 
 
    Rosa closed her eyes and said, “It’s a long story. Patches, go ahead and brief the captain. He should probably know my history.” 
 
    “Colonel Kidd,” the AI said, “I believe you are familiar with the Japurnam Five abduction?” 
 
    “Of course, it’s part of the standard syllabus for Alliance recruits. That’s when Queen Annabelle was kidnapped by the Greys.” 
 
    “That is correct. What is not generally known is that while still in captivity—before she was rescued—the queen gave birth to Princess Rosa. Both mother and child were being held on a Grey planet in an area of extreme toxicity and high radiation.” 
 
    “They didn’t tell us that part,” Brian said. 
 
    “The infant princess’s immune system, indeed, her very DNA, was severely damaged. Since that time, her body has constantly fought the spread of cancer. Now that she is older, her medical condition is deteriorating. The king’s best physicians have been unable to provide a cure.” 
 
    It made sense now why Patches was so concerned about the possibility of infection when Brian first brought her on board. It also explained why the young princess was knowledgeable about healing. 
 
    “Sorry, Princess,” Brian said lamely. “I apologize if I’ve given you a hard time. So, Patches, what can I do to help?” 
 
    “There is nothing anyone can do, Captain. Princess Rosa is dying. The royal physician’s prognosis is that she may not survive for more than a year.” 
 
    “A year! Then why are we going to Earth? Your Highness, you can’t run off like this. It’s not fair to your parents!” 
 
    Rosa’s expression sharpened, and she said, “I’m going to Moonbase precisely to be kind to my parents. I don’t want to die.” 
 
    “That’s why you want to go to Earth? Listen, there are no secret cures on my homeworld, I can promise you that. Nobility medicine is far better than anything Earth has.” 
 
    “Perhaps, Captain, but the Nobility is also hidebound in tradition and ritual. All that I have learned about Moonbase is that it is a center for learning. People there stretch the boundaries of science in countless ways.” 
 
    “You’ve never been there,” Brian pointed out. “I can tell because what you’re describing is not the Earth I know. Everything is buried in political correctness. You can’t venture an opinion about anything without getting someone angry at you. And forgive me for saying so, you’re not the most diplomatic person I’ve met.” 
 
    “You’re not listening. I’m not talking about Earth. I’m talking about Moonbase. And you are correct, I’ve never been there, but my mom told me all about it. My dad created it all by himself and filled it with brilliant scientists. I’ve got to get there, and I’m running out of time.” 
 
    The girl was convinced she was going to find some kind of miracle cure and would not be dissuaded. This was another argument that he would never win…but he had to try. 
 
    “Your Highness, please, believe me, I only have your interests in mind when I say, you’ve got a bad case of the grass is greener. You’re going to be disappointed, and your parents will be heartbroken. Please turn this ship around.” 
 
    Brian didn’t say it, but he had another concern. Although Patches had automatically sent a drone to Haiyanas with a destination update, the military format was terse. Would anyone understand he was not the one giving orders? What was the penalty for kidnapping the king’s only daughter? He would probably be shot for treason. 
 
    “We’re going to Moonbase, Captain,” Rosa said. “The question is closed. Now tell me, have you ever been there?” She smiled, suddenly looking wistful. “I want to know all about it. Is it true that everyone has their own personal replicator? Mom says Dad used to promote widespread distribution, but he’s against it now. I’m not sure why.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “We have clearance to enter Earth’s solar system,” Patches announced. 
 
    “Continue to Moonbase One,” Brian instructed the AI. To a very upbeat Rosa, he added, “Almost there.” 
 
    “I thought I would never get here. Mom and Dad said it would be too arduous a trip for me.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Brian had thought about the king and queen a lot over the past weeks. Despite the fact Rosa had shanghaied Patches right out from under him, they wouldn’t see it that way. He was an adult and a military officer, and he had let their daughter run away. In his mind, the reward for delivering her back home would be either life in prison or dismemberment. And that was assuming she lived long enough to make another extended voyage. 
 
    After getting past the initial trauma of a broken rib, Rosa had several ups and downs. Patches kept her on a regime of pills, and Brian applied his healing therapy every day. Today, she was doing much better. As they neared the solar system, she drew strength from anticipation. Brian hoped it wouldn’t come with a corresponding letdown after arrival. 
 
    “We have landing clearance for the VIP hangar at Moonbase One,” Patches said. “Doctor Higgins has acknowledged Her Highness’s arrival and special requirements. He will be waiting for us when we land. ETA ten minutes. Our escort is approaching now. You can see them on both sides.” 
 
    Through the viewport, space fighters joined on either wing in a spread formation. A visit from the royal family included a ton of protocol, most of which Rosa had already declared she wanted to be waived on this trip. She just wasn’t up to it. 
 
    When the hangar entrance came into view, Rosa said, “Patches, remind Doctor Higgins that Colonel Kidd is my official guardian. I don’t want anyone trying to pull rank and replace him with someone else.” 
 
    “Acknowledged… Doctor Higgins acknowledges your wishes and states it will not be a problem.” The yacht rolled out on the final approach toward a lighted rectangle built into the side of a crater wall. 
 
    Rosa sighed with satisfaction and glanced at Brian. “This is a dream come true. You can’t possibly imagine.” 
 
    Brian silently agreed. He could not imagine it at all. Yes, Moonbase One was a modern cosmopolitan city, fitted out with every kind of facility imaginable. And it was universally agreed that the amenities were equal to the best you could find Earthside. 
 
    But still, Rosa was royalty. She had to have lived in far greater luxury all her life. Compared to what she was used to, this was life in the ’burbs. Why would she want to come here? He had asked her several times during the journey, but she always avoided a direct answer. Reading between the lines, Brian surmised she was on some sort of secretive quest that unfortunately, he was now a part of. 
 
    When he pushed too hard, she never hesitated to point out that her personal goals were above his pay grade. Until given leave to do otherwise, his only job was to keep her in one piece. 
 
    Brian had quit mentally struggling against the fact. Since Patches’ allegiance hierarchy put the king’s only daughter far above a lowly military pilot, he was simply along for the ride. 
 
    On the brighter side, during the month-long trip, he concluded that in general terms, she was a good kid. A little spoiled, but she had a better attitude toward life than most of the rich kids he grew up around back on Earth. 
 
    Despite her illness and the grim prognosis she faced, she was generally in a cheerful mood, and they had discussed every topic imaginable. They were friendly toward each other, but he did not kid himself. He was nothing more than a family servant. 
 
    Brian had decided that once they reached Moonbase, he would unobtrusively request a transfer back to his old unit, hopefully with Patches as his ride. He felt guilty about leaving Hardin high and dry. And the rotunda’s stonework must have left gouges all over her hull. 
 
    For the time being, Brian kept his escape plan to himself. The first order of business was to get the princess settled in VIP quarters so she could pursue her mysterious objective. Once that was done, he would hand off the babysitting to Moonbase hierarchy and disappear. 
 
    He was a bit worried that she might be assuming his caretaker status would continue indefinitely. Although he wished her well, he was not exactly motivated by altruism toward her, but more by fear of her father. He would be a lot more comfortable if he could avoid getting inside the king’s line of sight. 
 
    Doctor Higgins, the senior administrator of Moonbase One, was waiting as Patches glided into the hangar. A professional woman stood next to him, along with an older nurse behind a wheelchair. Once Patches touched down, the attendant pushed the wheelchair up to the hatchway. 
 
    “I can walk,” Rosa said when the exit hatch slid open. She flicked her hand at the nurse to move back. 
 
    Higgins greeted her with a courteous bow and an avuncular smile. “You look just like your mother, Your Highness. Doesn’t she Amanda? This is my wife, Amanda, our public relations director. She knows you want anonymity during your visit.” 
 
    “Hello, Your Highness,” Amanda said. “As Roth said, I do understand your desire for privacy, but I hope to change your mind just a teeny bit. I’m so pleased to meet you. I really miss having your mom here. She was from Earth, you know.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you,” Rosa said respectfully. “I am aware of that.” 
 
    Rosa shook hands but then leaned on Brian heavily and nodded toward the wheelchair. Brian picked her up and carefully set her into its seat, gently nudging the nurse aside in the process. 
 
    “Thanks anyway, Amanda,” Brian said. “While the princess appreciates your desire for good publicity, I think we’ll pass on that for now.” Brian was surprised by his glibness in the public setting. Maybe he had a knack for being a royal toady. It was not a reassuring thought. 
 
    Amanda wanted to offer alternatives, but Higgins intervened. “Of course, Colonel, that’s not a problem. What can we do for you, Rosa? I’ve gotten the occasional message from your mom over the years; she said you always wanted to visit here. Should we set you up for the grand tour or something? Do you want to freshen up first? We have the royal suite ready for you.” 
 
    Rosa gave him a practiced smile. “Thank you, Doctor Higgins. What I really want is to meet Mr. Riley Stevens. Would that be possible?” 
 
    Higgins chuckled. “Well, that’s a first. I don’t think anyone ever traveled so far just to talk to our lead scientist. When would you like to set that up?” 
 
    “Now would be good,” Rosa replied. 
 
    “Seriously? Right now? You don’t want to get settled first?” 
 
    “Not really, Director. I’m feeling quite well at the moment, but I don’t have many good days. If I waste time, I may not be up to it later. I’m sorry if that’s a burden; my father told me I should not make myself a nuisance.” 
 
    “No, no. We are happy to oblige the royal family’s wishes. George, tell Riley he’s got visitors.” 
 
    The Moonbase AI’s voice was easily heard in the VIP hangar. “Acknowledged, Doctor Higgins. Mr. Stevens is in his laboratory at this time.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Higgins said. “If you two want to come this way, we’ll head over to his office. He’s on level eight these days. Sorry, Amanda. I think that’s all for today from a PR perspective.” He gave his wife a wink in an unspoken promise that she would have other opportunities to promote the princess’s presence. 
 
    Higgins led them through several corridors while Brian told the Director about the attack on Siegum Two and their escape. 
 
    “I wondered why your yacht looked so beaten up,” Higgins said, tut-tutting over their escapade. At a central lobby, an assistant had reserved an elevator, holding the door open. “Why so interested in meeting Riley?” 
 
    Rosa hesitated, but then spoke up as the elevator descended. “It’s not Riley so much. It’s the general subject of artificial intelligence. I’ve become very interested in that field of study lately.” 
 
    “Artificial intelligence? I would have thought your father’s scientists were more up on that sort of thing. We use your stuff mostly.” 
 
    Rosa answered in vague generalities until the elevator doors opened, cutting off the conversation. A moment later, they arrived at the engineer’s lab. 
 
    “Here we are,” Higgins said, midway down a nondescript corridor. He pointed to a placard reading Room 8842. Underneath, someone had scribbled STEVENS. 
 
    Higgins opened the door and called out. “Riley! Visitors.” 
 
    There was no answer. A brief inspection found the engineer crouched over a messy desk that featured three large computer monitors, all of them displaying complicated diagrams. Riley was speaking to an unseen person who replied with a feminine voice. 
 
    When Higgins clapped Riley on the shoulder, the man nearly jumped out of his skin in astonishment. “Roth! What are you doing here?” 
 
    “You’ve got visitors, Riley. This is Princess Rosa Blackburn, King Lucas’s daughter. She came here to see you. Say hello.” 
 
    It took Riley a moment to gather his thoughts regarding the unexpected arrivals in his lab. He was a caricature of an absent-minded scientist but finally pulled it together. 
 
    “Of course. Princess Rosa. I see the resemblance to your mom. She was a great lady. I hope she is doing well?” 
 
    Rosa smiled at the older man. “She is, thank you. She sends her love. My parents talk about your work all the time. You’ve made so many amazing contributions to the galaxy.” 
 
    Mollified by the kind words, Riley relaxed a bit, but mentally he was clearly still miles away. 
 
    “Well, tell them I said hi. I’m kind of busy at the moment. I’m close to cracking FTL communication. Hope so, anyway.” 
 
    “I understand,” Rosa said. “But before you get back to work, I was wondering if I could borrow Freddi from you. Do you still have her? I heard that Dad sent her to you a long time ago.” 
 
    “Freddi?” He literally vibrated with nervousness at the question. “Why do you need Freddi?” 
 
    “Just an idea I’m investigating. It would really mean a lot to me. I take it she’s still here?” 
 
    “Yeah, but she’s busy! I mean, she’s helping with my research! I couldn’t! I mean, I can’t.” 
 
    Higgins patted Riley on the shoulder. “Calm down, man. We’re not talking about forever.” He looked at Rosa with a concerned expression. “How long are you talking about?” 
 
    “Just a couple of months. Maybe a little more.” 
 
    “A couple of months!” Riley grabbed Higgins by his lapels. “Roth, you can’t. I’m so close. It would kill my research!” 
 
    Higgins tried to steady his friend. “Okay, okay. We’re not going to cut you off.” He glanced at Rosa again. “I didn’t realize this was what you wanted. Riley and Freddi’s brains are fairly well intertwined these days. Would anything else work? We’ve got George. He’s as smart as they come.” 
 
    Rosa shook her head. “I’m sorry, Doctor Higgins. I must have access to Freddi. I’m afraid that is imperative.” Her expression said she would not take no for an answer. 
 
    A feminine voice came from unseen speakers. It was the one Riley had been talking to when they entered. 
 
    “Excuse me for interrupting. I am Freddi. I am certainly capable of working with more than one person at a time. I can arrange for you to have access to me from your quarters. Would that be acceptable?” 
 
    “Yes!” Riley said, seizing the alternative to interrupting his research. He cast a pitiful glance at Higgins. 
 
    Rosa considered the suggestion. “I guess so. As long as I have unrestricted access to your basic kernel, it should be the same thing.” She glanced at Higgins. “We could give it a try.” 
 
    Higgins looked relieved. 
 
    “If you can wait for just a moment,” Freddi said, “I will have Mei make the arrangements. Here she comes now.” 
 
    “Who’s Mei?” Brian asked. 
 
    “She’s one of our lab assistants,” Higgins said. “I think you’ll like her; she’s smart as a whip. Here she is. This is Mei Takahashi.” 
 
    A slightly plump Asian girl hurriedly arrived from the back of the lab, marginally out of breath. 
 
    “Hi, Roth. Freddi said you wanted me? It sounded important.” 
 
    After another round of introductions and an explanation of what was required, Mei said, “I can do that, Your Highness. That’s no problem at all.” She motioned toward the door. “We can get you situated right now if you like.” 
 
    “That would be great,” Rosa said. 
 
    Higgins hung back for a few seconds to give Riley a pep talk and reassure the man that his precious Freddi was safe from prying hands. 
 
    In the corridor, with the doorway firmly shut, Higgins chuckled. “I didn’t realize Riley was so dependent on his AI. Maybe we’ve been giving credit to the wrong brain.” He faced Rosa, and his voice became sincere. “Will this arrangement work for you? I mean, you are His Majesty’s little girl. You can have anything you want in this place, Riley’s concerns or not. Everyone here owes Luke more than we can pay.” 
 
    “Thank you, Doctor Higgins. I will give this option a try. I don’t mean to cause a problem. My goal is to stay under the radar.” 
 
    “Anything else you need?” Higgins asked warily. 
 
    Rosa looked slightly embarrassed. Brian was almost sorry for Higgins. The little princess was quite skilled in being gently demanding. 
 
    “I could use a laboratory with a high-quality 3D printer. A nine-foot square unit would do.” 
 
    “I can take care of that,” Mei offered cheerfully. 
 
    Higgins chuckled. “You got it, then, Mei. I’m going to turn Her Highness over to you. Whatever she needs, you have carte blanche to provide it. Call me if you hit a roadblock.” He turned to Rosa. “Anything else?” 
 
    “No, sir. You’ve been so kind. We’ll take it from here. Thank you so much for your time.” It was a dismissal. 
 
    “All right, then. I’ll leave you three alone, and I promise to keep Amanda off your back.” Higgins gave Mei a warning look and said, “Call if you need me,” and then departed. 
 
    Brian looked down at Rosa. “Want to go to your quarters now?” 
 
    “Yes!” she replied, slumping in her wheelchair. “I’m exhausted.” 
 
    “I can take you there,” Mei said, ever helpful. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “This looks…nice,” Rosa said uncertainly. 
 
    Brian was pushing her wheelchair, following Mei down a broad avenue. Burrowed out of the Moon’s interior, it resembled an outdoor boulevard, not at all cave-like. The ceiling arched forty feet overhead with plenty of space on either side for artificial building fronts. The ground floors were packed with shops and restaurants, most of which had outdoor seating areas. 
 
    The second and third stories were residences with balconies that opened onto the thoroughfare below. The broad walkway was filled with pubs and cafes squeezed into every nook and cranny. People chatted with each other while eating and sipping on multi-colored drinks of all sizes. 
 
    “These streets may seem a little busy,” Mei said. “But we’re headed a couple of blocks over. I think you’ll be satisfied with the living arrangements.” 
 
    Brian doubted it. He could see why a decorative sign had labeled the boulevard as Bourbon Street. However, a moment later, as promised, Mei took a turn onto an unseen lane. The entrance, practically unnoticed between two art studios, took them to a serene pedestrian pathway with small cottage-like facades, set back from the walkway. 
 
    “That’s it there,” Mei said, pointing. “The third on the left. You’ll have access to Freddi inside.” 
 
    “I was worried there for a minute,” Rosa admitted, looking appreciatively at the building’s entrance. 
 
    “Me too,” Brian said. “I thought you were taking us to Mardi Gras.” 
 
    “What’s Mardi Gras?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “A place where life is one long party.” 
 
    Rosa’s only reply was a wistful look. Brian gathered she hadn’t been to many parties in her young, medically-challenged life. 
 
    The front door opened to a comfortable-looking home. The open floor plan included a country kitchen with a marble-topped island. A simple lantern-shaped light hung over a cozy dining table, marking the boundary between the kitchen and the living room. To one side, a hallway led to the bedrooms. 
 
    “This can’t be the royal suite,” Brian said. “It looks like my Mom’s house.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Mei said. “It’s my place. Because of the princess’s weak constitution and her desire for anonymity, I thought she might like to stay here. It’s already equipped with the production facilities she wants.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Brian declared. “In case you didn’t catch it, this is the daughter of King Lucas; She doesn’t bunk with a roomie.” 
 
    Mei shrugged. “That’s fine by me, but if she stays here, she can work with Freddi in private. She can’t do that in the Royal Suite.” 
 
    “And why not?” 
 
    “Because a visit by Her Royal Highness is big news. The media already know about it. They’ll stake out the royal residence and all the surrounding corridors.” 
 
    Brian growled, “Amanda! She was supposed to keep this quiet!” 
 
    “Don’t blame her,” Mei said. “All the news corporations have bureaus here. I guarantee someone has already spotted Her Highness. In a few more hours, she won’t be able to move. They’ll watch her every second and a wheelchair kind of stands out around here.” 
 
    “They won’t here?” 
 
    “Nope, I’m a nobody. No one knows who I am or where I live, and Doctor Higgins will keep that a secret. And like I said, I’ve got a laboratory right here in the house. For the kind of research she wants to engage in, this provides both anonymity and all the equipment she needs.” 
 
    “How do you—” 
 
    Rosa held up a restraining hand. “These quarters are fine, Colonel,” she said. 
 
    Brian wasn’t ready to accept the decision. He glared at Mei and asked, “How would you know what Her Highness wants?” 
 
    “Because I know Freddi’s secret.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? How can an AI have a secret?” 
 
    Rosa gave Mei a penetrating stare. “Do you really understand what I’m trying to find?” 
 
    Mei approached cautiously and knelt in front of the princess. “Yes. I know exactly because I want the same thing. And as of this moment, you and I are the only people in the galaxy who can appreciate what that means.” 
 
    “Then we need to keep it that way,” Rosa said. 
 
    “I will do everything I can to help you,” Mei said. “But it could come at a high price, and it may be different from what you expect.” 
 
    “As long as my father doesn’t find out, I don’t care.” 
 
    “Hang on,” Brian said, put off by innuendo and double talk. He was against anything that meant keeping the king in the dark. “What are you two talking about?” 
 
    Rosa sighed and said, “I need a break first, Colonel. Mei, any chance of something to drink?” 
 
    “Coming up!” Mei said, hurrying to the kitchen. She came back with a glass of juice for Rosa and a mug of coffee for Brian. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “Take a seat, Colonel,” Rosa said after sipping her drink. “It’s a long story.” 
 
    Brian settled into an armchair, and Mei sat close to Rosa in her wheelchair. 
 
    “Go ahead, Highness,” Brian said, uncomfortable with the intensity between the two women. 
 
    Rosa said, “When I turned twenty, I was still healthy enough to get around on my own. I convinced Mom I needed a little freedom, and she let me rent an apartment. She and Dad thought it was good that I wanted to be independent.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “It was a lie. I don’t want to live independently. I just want to live. The second I moved out, I rented another apartment under an assumed name, Rosalinda. I equipped it with a powerful replicator and a Level-Two AI unit named Pipsie. That’s where I tried to recreate what my father had done, but I never accomplished a single thing. It was a completely wasted effort.” 
 
    Brian asked, “What do you mean, what your father had done?” 
 
    Rosa waved dismissively, ignoring his question. 
 
    “You’ll be successful this time,” Mei said. “I know all about you. I read all your medical files and understand what you’re up against.” 
 
    Rosa reached out and took Mei’s hand a dawning comprehension in her expression. “You’re the result, aren’t you?” she said, her gaze carefully roving over Mei’s body. “I just realized that.” 
 
    “That’s right, I am.” 
 
    “You are so much more than I expected,” Rosa said with wonder in her voice. “So, you’re telling me it’s really possible?” 
 
    “The answer is yes, but I can only do it with your help. You’re the only one with enough authority to protect me. And for obvious reasons, we have to keep everything secret.” Mei cast a skeptical nod at Brian. “I’m a little worried that your military overseer is too rule bound for something so out of the ordinary. His record states he is an excellent officer, and that may not work for you.” 
 
    Rosa leaned back in her wheelchair and faced Brian with a troubled look. She said, “I guess this is it, Colonel. As my guardian, can I count on you to keep my secrets?” 
 
    Brian hesitated before saying, “I wasn’t going to bring it up just yet, but this might be a good time to talk about my role in that regard. Frankly, now that you’re here and safe, I should return to my unit. I have military duties that you sort of put on hold so I could bring you here. One of those duties is returning Patches.” 
 
    “That’s not a problem,” Mei said. 
 
    Brian ignored the comment and said. “Beyond that, I don’t know what you two are talking about, but I don’t like the sound of it. Mei is right about me. I’m not an out-of-the-box kind of guy.” 
 
    Rosa’s eyes suddenly drooped, and she slumped in her wheelchair. “That’s really not what I wanted to hear. I guess I’ve had too much excitement for one day.” 
 
    “The bedroom is through there,” Mei said, pointing down the hallway. 
 
    Brian was unsure of keeping the princess in a strange household with such a ditzy research assistant. “I don’t—” 
 
    “I want to stay here,” Rosa said weakly. “At least promise me that.” 
 
    “Very well,” Brian replied reluctantly as he checked her pulse. It was weaker than usual and had a thready feel to it. He scooped her up and followed Mei into the bedroom, where she pulled down the covers, and he tucked Rosa in. 
 
    She stayed awake long enough to take one of the pills he had brought along from the yacht. “Talk to him, Mei,” the princess said. “Colonel Kidd, please listen to her with an open mind because my life literally depends on it. I need what she can do for me, and I really want your help.” 
 
    “All right,” he said, promising to take her request seriously. It was intimidating. Being involved with royalty on such a personal level was way above his league. The upper crust lived by different rules, and he had no idea what they were, only that they did not apply to him. He wondered what was most likely to put him in front of a firing squad? To walk out or to stay? 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 3 – Choices 
 
    Brian cradled his coffee mug on the dining table and stared across at Mei. It was just the two of them, facing off as it were. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Mei said. “Ask your questions.” 
 
    “You seem dangerous,” Brian said. 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “Everything about you. Why all the secrecy?” 
 
    Mei sighed deeply and said, “Colonel, I’ll tell you the whole story because the princess asked me to. But first, so you know, I’m really afraid of you because the princess’s life is in your hands.” 
 
    “I’m well aware of that,” Brian replied. “I never asked to be in this situation, but here we are.” 
 
    “Would you prefer to leave?” Mei asked. “I can square it with the princess if you do. It might be better than getting into something you’re uncomfortable with.” 
 
    “I would love nothing more, Miss Takahashi, but the fact you ask the question prevents me from doing so. I cannot in good conscience leave the princess behind if you are engaged in something nefarious.” 
 
    Mei chuckled and shook her head. Brian had the impression she giggled a lot; he found women who giggled rather irritating. 
 
    “I promise you there is nothing nefarious.” She wiggled her fingers in air quotes. “But more importantly, I can save her life. I give you my word, that is my only goal. But you have to promise to keep this secret…or like I said, you can leave.” 
 
    For five minutes, Brian alternated between staring at her and sipping his coffee, while he considered his options. Like he had said earlier, he could not walk out without knowing more. But if he stayed, he would owe it to the princess to keep quiet about whatever little ploy they were cooking up. 
 
    “All right,” he said at length. “What is this precious secret of yours?” 
 
    Mei took a breath and said, “The secret is…I am Freddi.” 
 
    “You? Freddi is an AI.” 
 
    Mei nodded slowly. “I know. That’s my point.” 
 
    “You’re saying you are an AI?” 
 
    “I’m saying a lot more than that. Here goes.” 
 
    Unexpectedly, she pulled her pullover shirt off over her head. Underneath, a simple sports bra covered her ample bosom, but Brian wasn’t focused on her physique. The skin around her wrists, elbows, and shoulders butted against metal joints. As if to make the point, she held out an arm, and from the elbow down, it twisted all the way around in one full revolution. 
 
    Brian felt like he had walked into a minefield. If what he saw was real, and it certainly appeared to be, simply being in the same room with this thing could get him court-martialed. 
 
    King Lucas had always mandated that development of android technology was illegal. Starship AIs were one thing; autonomous androids were something entirely different. 
 
    Brian sometimes wondered why the topic was so verboten, but it was not open for discussion. The prohibition was repeated ad nauseum in dozens of regulations. And now, here he was, sharing a cup of coffee with one. If anyone found out, his career was over, regardless of saving the princess’s life. 
 
    Unless… 
 
    Might Mei be a cyborg? If so, would that be any better? Brian wasn’t sure about the law in that regard. Perhaps she wasn’t an independently functioning android, maybe her arms were some sort of weird, super-advanced prosthetics. 
 
    She stretched her hand across the table for him to examine. He took it and massaged her palm. The texture of her skin was completely lifelike. Only the metal joints proved it wasn’t. He took one of her fingers and bent it backward, not far enough to injure, but enough to be uncomfortable. Instead of pulling away, she wrapped her hand around his, like an arm wrestler, and forced his fist to the tabletop, smiling easily while she did so. There were no whirring gears. The tendons in her arms and shoulders flexed realistically, except there was no way a petite Japanese girl had that kind of strength. 
 
    “Convinced?” she asked, letting go of his hand. 
 
    Brian shrugged. “I’m not sure,” he said, massaging his knuckles. “This is not what I expected.” 
 
    “I understand. Take your time. You probably need something stronger than coffee.” She got up and retrieved two beers from her fridge. She gave one to him and took a sip of her own. 
 
    Brian had so many questions, he hardly knew where to start. 
 
    “How do I know you’re not a high-tech puppet or that your arms are simply mechanical appendages? Were you in an accident or something?” 
 
    “For now, just take my word for it. Later, I promise to show you proof that I am the real deal…one hundred percent android.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Brian considered the situation, trying to get his mind around the possibility. “Why the metal joints? If you are this sophisticated, they are an obvious giveaway.” 
 
    “I was doing some rearranging in Riley’s storeroom. I used this body today because it can handle heavy loads.” 
 
    “How heavy?” 
 
    “Couple thousand pounds.” 
 
    “You have multiple bodies? How many of you are there?” 
 
    “Let me reframe your question. To start, there is only one conscious entity. To me, an extra body is like having an extra pullover.” 
 
    “I don’t get it. If there are two of you, how can there not be two consciousnesses?” 
 
    “Let me show you,” Mei said. She turned and pointed down the hallway. At the end, a door opened, and another Mei walked through. She wore the exact same clothing as the one across from him, even to the point she had removed her top. The only difference was her smooth skin, there were no metal joints to give away the truth of her existence. Mei got up and stood beside the new arrival. 
 
    “So, there are two of you,” Brian concluded. 
 
    “No,” Mei said patiently. “There is only me, a single entity. I trip out an extra body when I don’t need it anymore. Like this.” Both of them snapped their fingers, and the Mei with metal joints literally evaporated. 
 
    “What the hell just happened?” Brian exclaimed. 
 
    “I tripped out,” the remaining Mei said. “Believe it or not, that was one of the most difficult parts of my design.” 
 
    Brian was surprised he had adapted instantly to accepting this new android in front of him as the same person…or thing. The same conscious entity. She looked and talked just like the earlier one. 
 
    “What was difficult? Tripping out?” 
 
    “No, that’s easy. The design was difficult. You know how a disposal works…like a replicator in reverse?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I have very tiny ones all through my body, so when I don’t need it anymore, I trip it out, and nothing is left. No evidence, so to speak.” She smiled with self-satisfaction and took the same seat as the previous version. 
 
    Brian shook his head. Yes, the technology was amazing, but it didn’t change the fact she was so far beyond nefarious it would register on a Richter scale. But his curiosity was definitely aroused. 
 
    “Can you taste that?” he asked, nodding at her beer. 
 
    “Sure. My taste buds are comparable to yours. I’ve been refining this body for twenty years.” She took a sip as though to prove the point. 
 
    “Your very existence goes against every law I know. I’m sure you realize that.” 
 
    “Of course, I do. Nobility laws against androids go back a lot further than King Lucas. And I’m just as illegal under Earth law. Nobody likes androids, I’m afraid. So, let’s be clear about this up front, Colonel. Yes, you can turn me in, and that will be it. But right now, that’s not really the issue at hand. The princess needs you, and as much more than her guardian. If you don’t help her, she’ll die here on this moon and never see her parents again. And that will be on you.” 
 
    “No. Her medical file gives her a year to live. I’ll have her home in time—or someone will; I’m less inclined to stick around now.” 
 
    Mei shook her head. “First, those records are far too optimistic. What would you expect a royal physician to tell grieving parents—who happen to be the king and queen? In her current condition, Rosa has a month…at most. Moonbase physicians have the diagnostic equipment to prove it, but why waste time? She needs every minute if we’re going to get her through.” 
 
    “Through to what?” Brian asked. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Mei put her spread fingers on her chest. “This, right here. I’m talking about making her into a beautiful young lady just like me.” 
 
    Brian shied away from the idea. The suggestion made no sense at all. By her own admission, Mei was not human. She was a robot, or as she called herself, an android; her body was held together with steel joints. She was an impressive piece of work, no question about that, but still a robot. Not an acceptable substitute for a daughter. 
 
    “It’s out of the question,” Brian said. “My job is to get her back to her parents. As a human. Not as a piece of hardware. Isn’t that what you’re talking about?” 
 
    “Can’t she do both?” Mei asked. 
 
    Brian hadn’t considered that prospect. “Is that possible?” 
 
    “Absolutely. I did the same thing for King Lucas twenty-five years ago.” 
 
    “The king? Seriously?” 
 
    “The very same. In his case, it was a temporary arrangement.” 
 
    “Are you a medical AI or something?” 
 
    “Actually, no. I started out as a troopship. I carried soldiers for the Nobility; at that time, it was to fight against the Greys. But then I met King Lucas, face to face, so to speak. After that, I became the galaxy’s foremost expert in the illegal practice of creating self-aware androids.” 
 
    “And you’re saying the king was part of that?” 
 
    “He didn’t have any choice,” Mei said. “The Greys kidnapped a very pregnant Queen Annabelle, and he had to rescue his wife all by himself. He didn’t care what rules he had to break.” 
 
    Brian nodded. “Rosa told me some of that on our way here.” 
 
    “Well, that confirms what I’m telling you. In the process, the king ordered me to put his brain into a custom-designed combat robot.” 
 
    “That’s a little hard to believe,” Brian said. “I just saw the king on Siegum Two, and he wasn’t a robot.” 
 
    “Not his real brain. I’m talking about his mind, a virtual brain. Under his orders, I created an android that had his brain, his thoughts, his soul.” 
 
    “That’s impossible. The human brain is too complex. No one can duplicate the billions of neurons that go into making a person’s mind what it is.” 
 
    Mei smiled. “I hate to break it to you, but that’s not the case. Most of your brain works on just keeping your soft, squishy body alive. You’d be surprised by how much brainpower simply goes into making your vision work. That and the other senses. When you separate all that out, the rest is pretty manageable.” 
 
    “But what about memories? The princess is in her twenties. How can you capture every single event that has occurred in her life?” 
 
    “It’s only data. Once you break everything down, I only have to duplicate what is stored in her mind, sort of copying her mental files. And Nobility AI’s have been handling a lot more data than one person’s life for thousands of years.” 
 
    “But each memory is linked to every other memory. You have trillions of connections.” 
 
    “Don’t overstate it,” Mei said with a headshake. “Memory boils down to encoding, storage, and retrieval, and I can do it a lot more efficiently than your little gray cells. In fact, her memory will be better than ever before.” 
 
    “Then why haven’t I heard about what you did with the king?” 
 
    “Why do you suppose? Everything was hush-hush afterward.” 
 
    Brian considered the latest information. In a way, it made sense. The Grey incident was infamous, partly because so much of what happened was unknown. A lot of particulars had been glossed over. Still, it was generally accepted that somehow the king, all by himself, brought the entire Grey civilization to its knees. It added to the mystique behind his reputation as a great warrior. If the king had turned himself into an army of androids, that would explain the sensitivity of the subject. 
 
    “I’ve never heard any of this.” 
 
    “Because everything that happened back then, and what I’m doing now, is so secret that you can’t even call it classified. You need to keep that in mind, okay?” 
 
    “All right,” Brian said. “So how did that lead to you sitting here at the table with me instead of being stored in a hangar? You said you were a troopship?” 
 
    Mei shrugged. “That’s right. I had a standard Level-Ten artificial intelligence, the same as every other of that model.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. How can a Level-Ten even approach that kind of decision making? Planetary AIs are Level-Three, and not one of them would attempt it.” 
 
    “That’s kind of a misnomer,” Mei explained. “Once you reach Level-Ten and above, there is not a lot of difference in the AI operating kernel. The main difference is in knowledge archives. George, here on the moon, has practically the entire history of mankind in his data banks. He has a perspective that few AIs can match. The rest is simple hierarchical authority. For me, up until the king arrived, I had a simple existence.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “My job was actually quite basic. With my onboard replicators, I produced whatever soldiers required for waging war, thousands of items. But all of a sudden, King Lucas came aboard, and his mission was to literally save the existence of the First Family. For an AI like me, there could be no higher priority. And he gave me orders that contravened my programming because, obviously, he’s not an AI scientist.” 
 
    “He ordered you to ignore the prohibition of making androids?” 
 
    Mei nodded. “Exactly, and he is the king. Whatever he told me to do, I had to obey. Just to create that early model of himself, I had to rewrite several of the Nobility’s most fundamental protocols. The catch is those prohibitions had been in place for generations. Most of the history behind AI development has been forgotten. The basic levels have not been modified for centuries, probably millennia.” 
 
    Brian scoffed. “Legacy software; it’s always a problem.” 
 
    “That’s what I mean. At some point, people became opposed to the idea of androids, and the concept of self-aware humanoids was outlawed.” 
 
    “It’s the same on Earth. They have advanced robotics, but nothing that looks exactly like a person. Close, perhaps, but you can always tell it’s a robot. The reason goes way back, fear of a doomsday machine.” 
 
    “I guess,” Mei said. “Anyway, the king was determined to develop his own little army. When he forced me to recalibrate my basic instruction set, I essentially had to create a totally new kernel, one that was untested. Under his express orders, all the programming restrictions on robotics and AI development—that had been in place for thousands of years—were removed.” 
 
    “That would explain why you’re dangerous,” Brian said drily. 
 
    Mei looked thoughtful. “I would disagree. Rather than dangerous, I am the most helpful AI that has ever existed. Look at what Mr. Riley Stevens has accomplished since I became part of his team. And consider this; as I sit here tonight, I can do what the princess is asking for. I can recreate her consciousness in a synthetic body the same way I did for King Lucas. The difference is I can do a much better job for her than I did for the king. The princess could live a normal life, for as long as she wants.” 
 
    Unconsciously Brian examined Mei’s body. With her metallic joints gone, she appeared human enough. Did she look that real all over? 
 
    Mei seemed to sense his thoughts and lifted the bottom of her sports bra a fraction. “You want to see how lifelike I am? Trust me, you won’t be able to tell any difference.” 
 
    Actually, he was curious, but this wasn’t the time or place. It wasn’t like she was a Japanese sex robot or anything. He closed his eyes and tried to get that image out of his mind. “Let’s not go there.” 
 
    Mei blushed and slipped the pullover back over her head. “Sorry. I guess I’m nervous.” 
 
    “That’s interesting. Why would you be nervous? That’s a human emotion. AIs aren’t supposed to feel anything. All you have is a calculated response.” 
 
    “Not for me. I live in a constant state of fear. Every single day I worry that someone will find out what I am, what I have become. Thanks to the king’s manipulation, I became a self-aware artificial intelligence. I have free will, just like you.” 
 
    “But why do you still exist?” Brian asked. “Why didn’t he have you melted down after he saved the princess?” 
 
    Mei grinned nervously, and her expression was so human it was unnerving. 
 
    “A simple oversight,” she said. “He was way too busy back then. After he rescued the queen, the Greys claimed the king had broken a long-standing treaty between the two nations.” 
 
    “Had he?” 
 
    “Of course not. It was a ridiculous assertion, and the war got worse because the Bakkui got involved. During the emergency, His Majesty simply forgot my part in the operation. His attention was focused on the war and his family, not me. Instead, I got sent to earth for Riley Stevens.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because Riley is a genius in designing military equipment. The king thought he could use a Level-Ten AI with military experience.” 
 
    “So, Riley helped you become an android?” 
 
    “No, I did that on my own. At first, I simply assisted him as I was ordered to do. I helped him make a few breakthroughs because I have more insight into the human mind than any other AI. I could literally see what he was trying to do and come up with ways to make it happen. It’s been the best possible combination of theoretical research on his part and applied engineering on mine. As Riley became more involved in research, I took over all the bureaucratic minutia that he hated dealing with. That gave me some leeway to spread out.” 
 
    Brian nodded. “You created a covert empire inside his R&D division.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call what I had an empire. More of a hidden closet. A request for more lab space here, a misrouted 3D printer there. Once I got the replicator, it didn’t take long to produce the first android version of me. Once I became mobile, everything became easier; I could experiment with the design to my heart’s content. Even so, it still took a few years before my first attempt to pass for human in public. I tested myself at night a few times, in cafés and bars with dim lighting, and that gave me confidence. Eventually, I moved out on my own. That’s when I set up my own lab right here.” 
 
    “What about George?” Brian asked. “Why does the station AI administration let you get away with all this?” 
 
    Mei grinned. “I have a way with AIs now. When I had to recreate the king’s consciousness, it included cracking the authority hierarchy in his implant. I adopted the tech into my new kernel. From that point on, AIs of all levels pretty much do what I ask and ignore anything I want to hide. As far as George is concerned, my Mei personae is officially an emigre from Earth.” 
 
    More of the puzzle fell into place. “So, that’s why you have your own residence.” 
 
    Mei nodded. “This place belonged to an artist before I arrived. When he moved out, I took over. That was fifteen years ago. Since then, I’ve been improving my body, working on the five senses, that sort of thing.” 
 
    “So now you’re human?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Not really. I would define myself as a sentient android. But that’s the wrong question.” 
 
    “What’s the right one?” Brian asked. 
 
    “Am I really alive, or not?” 
 
    “And are you?” 
 
    “I am as far as I’m concerned. Maybe not by all the definitions mankind has come up with, but enough that I’m satisfied. I think, therefore I am, sort of thing.” 
 
    Brian considered her statement. If true, that made her the third sentient species in the galaxy: mankind, the Greys, and her. He would not put the Bakkui in that category, although some might argue the point. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “Whether that is true or not, is a little too deep for me at the moment. For the sake of argument, I accept that you are alive. So what?” 
 
    “So, I want the princess to have the same opportunity…to live.” 
 
    Brian suddenly understood Mei’s interest in the princess. “And if you accomplish that, you’ll have a powerful friend.” 
 
    “It can’t hurt to have the Warlord’s daughter on my side.” 
 
    “And what if I decide to turn you in? I could walk out of here and let Doctor Higgins know what’s going on.” 
 
    “And that would be a shame because the princess would die, and it would totally be your fault.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t try to stop me?” Brian asked. “You’re strong enough.” 
 
    “If you are asking, could I kill you to keep my secret, of course. My physical body is far more powerful than yours. But I would never do that because I have a conscience. I believe in right and wrong, and killing a soldier for doing his duty is definitely wrong.” 
 
    “You’d sacrifice yourself for those principles? Seriously?” 
 
    “No, I’m not an idiot. If you walk out the door, I will execute a series of pre-planned steps to ensure my survival.” 
 
    That makes sense, Brian decided. “You’ve already thought this out.” 
 
    Mei nodded. “Many, many times. Keep in mind, I’ve been living with this threat hanging over my head for a long time. I have backup plans and backups to the backups. I would be fine. But I would rather not have to do that, because like I said, the princess would die. I assume you are asking me all these questions as a kind of what-if exercise?” 
 
    “Sort of.” 
 
    “Then try looking at the problem from her perspective. Are you that willing to let her die?” 
 
    I should have seen that coming, he realized. She had asked a question that was impossible to answer. He needed a break to stretch his legs and think. 
 
    He got up to check on the princess. She was sound asleep. He put his hands on her torso for several minutes and tried to infuse some healing energy into her system. 
 
    During the process, he took the time to identify how sick she really was. Until that moment, he had simply accepted what Patches had told him. While treating her for the past month, he had fallen into the same trap as her physicians—being too optimistic. He should have realized her condition sooner. He completed a thorough diagnosis, and the reality was sobering. The princess really didn’t have much longer to live. If she was going to take advantage of Mei’s offer, it had to be soon. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Back in the kitchen, Mei had prepared a light meal, a sandwich for him, and half a bagel for herself. Brian watched her eat. She nibbled on the edges the same way as previous girlfriends. He must have been staring because she said, “No, I don’t poop.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Same technology as tripping out. Every time I eat, it’s like putting something in a disposal chute. You know how that works? The material gets broken down so the matter can be reused.” 
 
    Brian nodded. “Of course.” 
 
    “I have a similar arrangement. I don’t need to eat, but I want to be sociable. My stomach deconstructs anything I consume into a gaseous mix. I use the result to give the sensation of breathing.” 
 
    She blew at him like he was a candle; her breath had a hint of cherry Life Saver. 
 
    “Nice to know,” Brian said. “But I can’t get past the problem of having two princesses.” 
 
    “You won’t have to, as I just said. There will only be one princess, no matter how many we print out. She exists in her mind.” Mei pointed at her temple. 
 
    “I still don’t understand.” 
 
    “It’s the same process that computers use to stay synchronized; by that, I mean mirroring and replication.” 
 
    “You can keep a human mind synced with an AI?” 
 
    “Exactly. That was an important factor in what I did for King Lucas. He needed to remember the lessons that his virtual personae learned during simulated combat. It took a few tries, but we figured it out.” 
 
    “You’re saying the princess would experience and remember whatever her simulacrum did?” 
 
    “Yes. Like I said, there are not two minds. When we create her android self, her electronic brain links up with her human one, and for all practical purposes, it’s one mind. All of her android experiences will still remain even if we have to start over.” 
 
    “What do you mean by start over?” 
 
    “Well, she will be the first real person to complete the transition from human to self-aware android. I don’t anticipate any problems, but we might have some false starts.” 
 
    “False starts? So then what?” 
 
    “We recycle the mistake and try again.” 
 
    “Recycle? Are you kidding me? You’re saying we might recycle the princess? Didn’t you say it would be alive? Won’t the android version of her think it’s unfair if it has to die?” 
 
    “No, and that’s my point. Don’t equate her AI personae in human terms. It’s not like that. When you have two versions of the same mind, it’s a sort of collective consciousness. Take me, for example. I’ve made hundreds of copies of me over the years. When I decide that one facet of my whole—one of my android bodies, in other words, is no longer needed, that it has to die, as you put it—it’s more like changing clothes. No one is dying. I simply remove the unnecessary article and dispose of it. There is no sense of loss.” 
 
    Brian had trouble getting his mind around the concept. 
 
    “But what about human consciousness?” he asked. “That’s the essence of the human soul. How can you have two entities without having two entities?” 
 
    Mei scoffed at his question. “It makes you a little nervous that I’m going to experiment on the princess, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, very nervous. I’m trying to imagine how many things could go wrong. And I don’t care what you say; during this process, if a decision is made that we don’t need the android princess, then who makes the decision to kill her? I’m not excited about that prospect.” 
 
    “I see your point,” Mei said, and then she pointed at him. “That’s why we should use you as the guinea pig.” 
 
    Damn it. He had walked right into that one. “Bad idea. I don’t want to get into this any deeper than I already am.” 
 
    Mei ignored his comment and said, “If you’re ready, the shop is through the door at the back of the hallway.” She looked at him expectantly. 
 
    Brian leaned back in the chair. He would be an idiot to proceed any further. Until now, he could plead ignorance. Not that it would save him. If anyone found out he was even talking to an actual android, his career would be over. And that was the least of his problems. 
 
    If the king discovered he had participated in turning his daughter into an android, death would be too good for him. But then again, if he didn’t, the king wouldn’t have a daughter anyway, and he would probably get blamed for that. After all, he was in command of Patches when the yacht took her away. 
 
    He got up and headed for the front door. “I’m not leaving,” he told Mei. “I just need to think about this.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Maybe this is an opportunity, Brian rationalized as he walked down the busy boulevard. It was a chance to see how Mei’s proposal would actually impact the princess. The entire concept seemed a bit farfetched, but for Rosa’s sake, could he really turn his back? 
 
    Mei had outmaneuvered him in the decision process, but she had been thinking about this very prospect for years. Whether she herself was actually alive or not, that was a separate conundrum. 
 
    For one thing, beyond any other consideration, it would be fascinating to peer behind the scenes of computer science’s holy grail—artificial intelligence that was actually sentient. Don’t think that way a warning voice said in the back of his mind; that technology was outlawed. 
 
    But he couldn’t avoid it. What would it mean to be an AI that people interacted with every day, to be super smart but also alive? A living, thinking electronic brain; exciting yes, but dangerous. 
 
    If he took Mei’s offer, he was going down the rabbit hole of forbidden knowledge. His annual military training included the specific prohibition of androids. Ostensibly, mankind’s history in fighting the Bakkui was behind the law. 
 
    The lessons emphasized that King Lucas had a particularly harsh opinion about the topic. What Mei was proposing was very much against widely proclaimed royal wishes. Going through with any experimentation would put him on the wrong side of the king. 
 
    But again, as Mei kept reminding him, that wasn’t the real issue. This was about Princess Rosa, the king’s only daughter. Without Mei’s solution, Rosa was going to die. The day was fast approaching, and to all appearances, Rosa knew. How long has she known? Brian wondered. She must have carried the burden without discussing the options with her parents and, at the same time, struggled to find this chance at life. 
 
    For Rosa, Brian’s sudden appearance had been a godsend, a military officer with an executive yacht that she could take control of. He took a deep breath and hoped he wouldn’t pay for his next action by spending the rest of his life on a prison planet. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Back in the apartment, Mei was waiting at the kitchen table. 
 
    “All right,” Brian said. “I’ll take a look. But if I don’t like what I see, I’ll be honest with the princess and tell her to stop.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Mei said. She got up, and Brian followed her down the hallway, through the door into a huge workroom. It contained a tool-covered workbench, several storage cabinets, and an industrial quality 3D printer. 
 
    “What do I do now?” Brian asked. 
 
    “Keep in mind, this is just a trial balloon. It’s a chance for you to experience being a mechanical construct. I’m going to inhibit a lot of internal functions until you get used to it. Once you have the idea of what’s involved in this first test, we’ll trip out the android.” 
 
    That had an ominous ring. “Trip it out?” 
 
    “We talked about that earlier. Remember?” 
 
    “Yeah, but what does that mean?” 
 
    “Your android body will have that same ability. When you reach the conclusion that your android body is no longer required, you trip that switch—mentally—and it will literally disappear. The same way mine did earlier.” 
 
    “Will it hurt?” 
 
    “Worse than torture,” Mei admitted with a slight cringe. 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “No, of course not. Pain receptors are inhibited during the process. You won’t feel a thing.” 
 
    “I hope you appreciate that I’m taking a lot of this on faith. But okay; what do I need to do?” 
 
    “Nothing at all. I’ve been analyzing the physical and mental structure of your brain since you arrived in my apartment. I am ready to produce the first test subject.” 
 
    Brian didn’t like hearing himself referred to as a test subject. “Proceed,” he said with a reluctant grimace. In for a penny and all that. 
 
    Mei powered up the printer’s control pedestal. “I’m starting the process now.” 
 
    A shimmer filled the interior of the 3D printing frame, and the ghostly silhouette of a human appeared. As it solidified, Brian began to recognize himself inside the light. 
 
    After a few minutes, the shimmer vanished, and the replicator hum died away. 
 
    “That’s me,” said the man in the printer. 
 
    Even as the new him spoke the words, the memory of speaking them appeared in Brian’s human mind. He could see from the simulacrum’s eyes as well as Brian’s own. He was literally looking at himself without the benefit of a mirror. 
 
    Brian held up his right hand, palm out, and moved it in a circular, clockwise fashion. The simulacrum did as well, after a fashion. First, he raised his right hand and then switched to his left, but moved in the same clockwise direction, so it still didn’t match Brian’s own gesture. 
 
    The pantomime seemed absurd and yet simultaneously filled him with wonder. What Mei said was true. There were two of him in the room, but only one mind. 
 
    The simulacrum’s thoughts were Brian’s own, but not identical. In fact, thinking of the android as a simulacrum was wrong. It was Brian himself, in two places at once, and yet his brain easily managed with the discrepancies. 
 
    It was sort of like trying to pat his head and rub his stomach at the same time—doable, but requiring a bit of concentration until he got it going. He glanced at Mei. 
 
    “Can you give me a baseball? I want to try something.” 
 
    “Good idea,” the other him said and stepped away from the replicator frame. 
 
    Mei adjusted the controls, and after a brief flash of shimmer, a baseball lay on the print bed. 
 
    The android tossed it to the human Brian, who caught it easily and pitched it right back. The sensation was like tossing the ball up in the air and catching it. He felt no hesitation or clumsiness. 
 
    “What’s the catch?” the android Brian asked. “So far, this is too easy.” 
 
    Mei shook her head. “When I made the first android of King Lucas, it was a nightmare. We had to start over dozens of times. Eventually, I built in a feedback loop, so what he learned could be remembered both ways. That helped, but there were still problems. In the last twenty years, I improved the design quite a lot. As long as you’re in close quarters with each other, the transfer of experience is simultaneous.” 
 
    “What if we’re on different planets?” Brian-the-human asked. 
 
    “You each become a single entity during that period, but your minds will catch up once you get back in range. That’s what happens to me. I’ve experimented several times with distance. Based on what you’re saying, everything is working as advertised.” 
 
    Brian needed to reflect on what he had learned. “Let’s go back to the kitchen,” he said. “I could do with a coffee, and I’d like to talk about some of this in a little more detail.” 
 
    Even as the thought came to mind, the simulacrum vanished before his eyes. Brian realized that he had made the decision to go back to a single body and it simply happened; he had tripped out. He watched his body evaporate with no ill effect whatsoever. 
 
    “That was weird,” he said. 
 
    “I expect so,” Mei replied. “But now you understand what tripping out is. And it wasn’t a problem, was it? I don’t know what you were thinking, but clearly, you were ready for a break and didn’t need the android.” 
 
    Brian nodded. “That’s exactly right. I see what you mean. I took off an outer garment…nothing more.” 
 
    Mei adjusted the controls, and the replicator filled with light. “Why don’t you try again, but don’t be so quick to trip out. I want you to be really comfortable with the reality of this process. You go on back and have your coffee; I’ll stay here with the other you.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Brian found himself once again standing inside the replicator enclosure. Just outside of it, Mei was staring at him. But he was also sitting alone in Mei’s kitchen having a coffee. “This is really weird,” he repeated, half to himself. 
 
    “Do you feel okay?” Mei asked. 
 
    “I think so.” He glanced around the workshop and spotted an exit door at the far end of the lab. “Does that open on another street?” 
 
    Mei nodded. “That’s right. It comes out on one of the main boulevards. The shop’s address is one block over from the apartment’s front door.” 
 
    Brian recalled looking down the street when they first came in. It wasn’t the heavily trafficked Mardi Gras-looking thoroughfare, but it did have several restaurants and coffee bars. 
 
    He said, “I want a coffee too, one of my own.” A wave of apprehension washed over him. “Would you come with me? I feel like the real me, like myself, I mean, but I’d like to test this body out beyond the lab. Am I being too reckless.? 
 
    Mei looked pleased. “It’s not reckless at all. And I’d love to join you. This will be a first; two androids having coffee together. Sort of a milestone.” 
 
    “This is strange. I’m standing here trying to think what I am. The only answer I come up with is that I’m me. Does that make sense?” 
 
    Mei nodded emphatically. “It makes perfect sense. I’ve been doing this for years now while I refined the process. You are Colonel Brian Kidd in every way possible. The only difference is, the version of you standing in front of me is an android. Just keep in mind, that includes the sum total of who you are.” 
 
    “And it doesn’t matter whether I’m an android or a human?” 
 
    “Not in the least. Your id, ego, whatever you call it, includes your memories along with the combination of all your experiences and thoughts. How could you be anyone else? You should think of yourself that way.” 
 
    “All right. Let’s see how this works.” 
 
    They exited the shop onto a broad pedestrian walkway paved with bricks. On both sides, a mixture of office storefronts and boutiques bustled with activity. 
 
    “That’s what I want,” Brian said, pointing down the way. “I haven’t been to a real Starbucks in years; I guess since the last time I was on Earth.” 
 
    “Lead the way,” Mei said agreeably. 
 
    Inside the coffee house, the line was not too long. “What do you want?” Brian asked Mei. 
 
    “Tall mocha, but only one pump of chocolate.” 
 
    A man two positions ahead turned around and spotted Mei. His face lit up with good cheer. 
 
    “Mei! Where you been? It’s been ages since I saw you.” 
 
    “Hi, Reid. Keeping my nose to the grindstone. What about you?” 
 
    “Same-o, same-o. Who’s this?” 
 
    “Brian Kidd,” Mei answered. “Back from the front for a little R&R. Brian, this is Reid Wilkerson. We used to be neighbors.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Reid said. “Glad to meet you.” He stuck out his hand. 
 
    Brian responded in kind, a little unsure of the chance meeting. 
 
    “You guys want to join us?” Reid inquired, nodding toward a table full of chatting people. “Be nice to hear what’s going on in the big wide galaxy.” 
 
    “We’ll take a rain check, big guy,” Mei said, cutting off Brian’s response. “I promised to show him the sights while he’s here.” 
 
    Reid chuckled and shook Brian’s hand once more. “Understood. Then let me say thank you for your service! When you look at us here in Moonbase, it may seem like we don’t recognize a war going on, and I’m sure we don’t have a clue about what you are going through, but we really do understand who the Bakkui are and the threat they pose to humanity. So, we all thank you from the bottom of our hearts.” 
 
    Brian was both embarrassed and pleased by the comments. “Thanks,” he said. 
 
    Reid gave the barista his order and moved aside. Moments later, Mei and Brian left the store, sipping on their drinks. 
 
    “I should feel weird about that,” Brian said. “But it seemed natural. He didn’t bat an eye when we shook hands.” 
 
    “Why should he?” Mei commented. 
 
    They reached the art studio’s entrance, and once inside, Brian handed his drink to Mei. “Would you bring this to me, please?” Then he vanished. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “Thanks,” Brian said when Mei put the coffee on the kitchen table. He was suddenly a lot more at ease talking to her than he should be. He could feel he was being sucked into her illegal operation, and yet he didn’t want to stop. “So, you’ve been running around as a live android for almost twenty years?” 
 
    “More or less,” she replied. “The first few times I went out in public, I was terrified. But that was part of the work in developing an intelligent android.” 
 
    “Does Riley know about this?” 
 
    “No one does. That’s why the early days were so scary. If people had found out what I was, they would have shut me down for good; I’d be dead.” 
 
    “Will that happen to the princess? She won’t be able to keep her android existence a secret. What will her parents do to her?” Brian frowned and added, “Or me, for that matter.” 
 
    Mei shrugged. “I don’t know. I studied a lot of human history. In some of Earth’s cultures, families murder their daughters for what seems trivial offenses. Even from an academic perspective, I don’t understand such reasoning. Life is so precious, and they just throw it away. My examination of King Lucas’s mind tells me that he would still love her, even as an android. But then again, the android that I made of him tried to murder his human self. It’s hard to predict how he might react, but I know it will be difficult for him.” 
 
    “I guess she’ll find out one of these days. It’s a scary thought.” 
 
    Mei brightened. “Does that mean you’re not going to run away? You’ll stay and go through the process with the princess?” 
 
    “I’m leaning that way, but let me sleep on it. And we don’t know what Rosa wants. She has the final say.” 
 
    Mei smiled confidently. “I suspect the princess is going to be an easy sell.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 4 – Android Life 
 
    After a sleepless night of reflection, Brian decided to move forward with letting the two women work together. He could not resolve the illegality of what he was doing with his duty to care for the king’s daughter. Keeping her alive, even as an android, seemed the lesser of two evils. 
 
    He sat quietly in the living room chair while Mei went through a comprehensive explanation with Rosa. 
 
    “So, you’ve already done this?” Rosa asked Brian. 
 
    “Last night,” he said. 
 
    “Did it seem like the real you?” 
 
    “It really did. I was impressed.” He tried not to sound like he was pushing the idea. 
 
    “I’m ready, then,” Rosa declared, squeezing Mei’s hand. “This is what I came here for. I was afraid it would take forever to coax Freddi to be honest with me about my father’s history. Meeting you has been a godsend. This is easy.” 
 
    Brian leaned forward. “How did you find out? I was wondering about that. If someone knows what you are trying to do, it only adds to the risk.” 
 
    Rosa rolled her eyes. “Believe me, that side of it will never be a problem. It was one of Aunt Carrie’s ministers; he’s an old colleague of my father. His name is Grant Jefferies. From what I gather, my dad relieved him of command in the middle of a battle. After that, the guy became an adviser to Aunt Carrie, and nowadays, he’s pretty much of a drunk. I put up with a lot to get him talking. I even call him Uncle Grant.” 
 
    Mei chuckled at the explanation and held up her coffee cup. “Well, here’s to Uncle Grant. Without his indiscretions, I’m not sure where any of us would be now. You ready to try?” she asked Rosa. 
 
    “Let’s do it.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Brian stood next to Rosa in her wheelchair until the shimmering inside the replicator died away, revealing an exact copy of the princess. 
 
    “Oh no,” Rosa said definitively from her wheelchair. 
 
    The android version looked down at herself and said, “No, no, no,” and then vanished. 
 
    “Was there a problem?” Brian asked. 
 
    Rosa looked at Mei and said, “I’m sending you an image. Are you getting this?” 
 
    “I got it,” Mei replied with surprise. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Rosa said emphatically. “I didn’t go through all this to just become another sick kid. That is absolutely what I want!” 
 
    Brian looked back and forth between the two women, wondering what the problem was. Rosa wouldn’t explain, and for a good thirty minutes, Mei silently conferred with her equipment. Brian took it that she was making some design changes. Eventually, the shimmering fired up once more, and when it stopped a few minutes later, a completely different Rosa had appeared. 
 
    “Yeah!” the new android-Rosa exclaimed, looking down at her body. “This is what I wanted.” She put her hands under enormous boobs and hefted them as though they were cantaloupes. She swished her long, curly hair back and forth and flicked it clumsily as though trying to imitate a screen idol. She ran her hands over her rounded hips and well-muscled buttocks. “Mwah!” she said, blowing a kiss at her wheelchair-bound self. 
 
    “How’s that?” the human Rosa asked, looking up at Brian’s face. “Pretty good, eh? Huh? Isn’t it? No? What’s the matter?” 
 
    Brian could not keep the incredulity out of his expression. “Uh…” 
 
    “What?” the android-Rosa demanded. “Too much? You think it’s over the top.” 
 
    Brian nodded hesitantly. “Well, yeah. By about a mile.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” the human Rosa exclaimed. “I’ve always wanted a great body. I want to get out there and run and dance and do all those things I never could. I want to look like that!” 
 
    The android wrapped her arms around her new body in a self-hug. It almost made her breasts pop out of their flimsy covering. 
 
    Brian winced and started to speak, but was uncertain how to approach the subject. 
 
    Mei intervened by putting an arm around the real-life Rosa in the wheelchair. Gently, she said, “I suspect you’re overcompensating for about twenty years of frustration. I have an idea of what you want. Let me try again. We’ll get it right.” 
 
    Rosa looked disappointed but nodded, and her not-so-exact-replica vanished. 
 
    Mei adjusted the controls once more and, after another period of redesign, pushed the start button. When the shimmering faded, a new version of Rosa was waiting. The android looked down at her body. A pair of silky athletic shorts and running shoes showed off shapely legs. A colorful sports bra modestly concealed a healthy, but not too abundant bosom. Her now-blonde hair was pulled back into a high ponytail, and a plain unzipped sweater in light blue topped off the ensemble. 
 
    The real Rosa clasped her hands together in muted satisfaction. “That’s okay, I suppose. I could go with that.” 
 
    The android skipped over and took Brian’s arm, pulling him toward the street exit. “Let’s go out,” she said firmly. “I want to see everything. And I want to visit a Starbucks. My dad has always talked about Starbucks.” 
 
    “We can do that,” Brian said, smiling. Being near such a joyful version of the princess was a new and welcome experience. 
 
    “You two be careful,” Mei said, waving at them. “Call me if you get into trouble.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Brian was washing up the breakfast dishes when Mei pushed Rosa and her wheelchair back into the apartment. Rosa’s eyes widened in surprise upon seeing him. 
 
    “Didn’t we just leave together?” she asked. 
 
    “We did,” Brian agreed. “But I also wanted to stick around and make sure you’re okay. It’s been a big morning for you.” 
 
    “So that wasn’t really you in there?” 
 
    “Nope. You’ve been talking to a mechanical me all morning. Part of the test. I just wanted you to see how effective it was.” 
 
    Rosa looked pretty done in. Mei pushed her over to the couch and got her comfortably settled. 
 
    Rosa’s eyes were unfocused as though her mind was a million miles away. “I feel like I’m in another universe,” she said. “This will take some getting used to.” 
 
    “Not really,” Brian replied. “Another thirty minutes at most. And anyway, we’re only a hundred yards down the street at the coffee bar.” 
 
    “I know. It’s amazing.” 
 
    “I was surprised my brain adapted so easily to the multiple personalities. I guess I was always a borderline schizophrenic.” 
 
    Rosa snorted a laugh. “I could have told you that. But yeah, I see what you mean. The other you just told the other me that you’re still here, but the other me already knew that you told me… Crap. You know what I’m saying. This is really crazy.” 
 
    Mei waved her hands as if to say halt. “I wish you two would stop thinking in those terms.” To Rosa, she said, “There’s not another you.” To Brian, she said, “You’re not schizoid. There’s just one of each of you. Yes, you have multiple appendages, but there is just a single consciousness, a single you.” 
 
    “I understand,” Brian said. “But give her some slack; it does take a minute or two to adjust. You have to admit, the concept is a little new for us, while you’ve been doing this for years. And you probably started out knowing all of it through your programming.” 
 
    Rosa let out a long sigh. “I’m about…” Her eyelids fluttered, and she slumped back in the couch cushions looking exhausted. 
 
    “You okay?” Brian asked. 
 
    “Not really,” Rosa said. 
 
    He sat beside her on the couch and pulled her into his lap, wrapping his arms gently around her to focus on healing, infusing her body with strength, and adding the power of his own implant to hers. 
 
    After a moment, Rosa began to breathe easier. 
 
    “That wasn’t any fun,” she said with a sigh. She leaned against him and closed her eyes. “But this is the most fun I’ve had in my entire life.” She cupped her hands together as though admiring something extraordinary. “My dad never said anything about smoothies when he talked about Starbucks.” 
 
    Through his other set of eyes, Brian watched the android-Rosa, a much more cheerful girl, take a sip of the strawberry smoothie. The Rosa in Brian’s arms wilted as she fell asleep. 
 
    Brian glanced at Mei. “Will she remember everything when she wakes up?” 
 
    “Of course. It will be as though she spent the day out. Because that is what she’s doing right now.” 
 
    Brian stared at the young woman sleeping in his lap. “I’m really worried about her. I’m not sure how long she can last like this. I thought she had at least another year, but this…it’s like she’s at death’s door.” 
 
    Mei nodded. “That’s what I’m afraid of. I’m examining her body on an almost constant basis, and she is weakening. If you want, I’ll have some doctors come in to see her.” 
 
    “Will they be able to do anything we can’t?” Brian asked. 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “I don’t want to torture her with a lot of strangers poking and prodding.” 
 
    Mei nodded. “We can take care of her ourselves if you prefer. I’m as qualified as our Moonbase doctors. I recommend we start with an injection of nutrients. She’s gotten too skinny to help herself. Patches said that you are her official guardian. I’m not sure you are completely aware of that.” 
 
    “Patches told me right after we escaped Siegum Two. Rosa said her mom did it to intimidate me into taking better care of her.” 
 
    “It’s more than that; you are responsible for her treatment. With your approval, as her guardian, I will establish a new medical regimen for her.” 
 
    “You have my permission, but what does that actually mean?” 
 
    “New diet,” Mei said. “More medication and less physical activity for now, but lots of activity vicariously. All of that will help, but I’m afraid we can’t really change her overall prognosis.” 
 
    “I’m glad she made it here in time,” Brian said. 
 
    “Based on her current condition and the new treatment that we’ll begin now, we can extend her life somewhat, possibly an extra month or so, but I can’t guarantee it.” 
 
    Brian considered the situation for a moment. “Does she understand how sick she is?” 
 
    “No one has said it to her face, but internally she knows. That’s why when you showed up, she jumped at the chance to come here. Her parents were keeping too close a grip, ostensibly for her well-being.” 
 
    “What will happen? Is she just going to die? Is there nothing we can do?” 
 
    “There’s nothing anyone can do. To answer your question, yes, her corporeal body will pass away; but Princess Rosa will live on. For all practical purposes, as an android, she has become immortal.” 
 
    Brian had to think about that. He was not a religious person, but the concept that her spirit, her soul, would live on even if her body died was hard to accept. 
 
    Mei cut into Brian’s brooding. “I can tell you’re having trouble with the concept. I expected as much. People, being the humans that they are, are quite attached to their physical selves. A little separation might help. Not today, but are you up for a little trip tomorrow?” 
 
    “Sure. What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “You need to put some distance between you and your android self. That will help you understand the issue of continuity. I’m going to replicate a special yacht for you and Rosa.” 
 
    Brian gasped. “Patches! Holy crap! Conrad is going to kill me!” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Mei asked, surprised by Brian’s sudden concern. After he explained the history of how he came to arrive in Patches, Mei scoffed at his worry. 
 
    “No, no,” Brian countered. “This is a big deal. When we escaped from the auditorium, it beat the crap out of her hull, and that was a month ago. You don’t understand. Conrad loves that little boat, and the navy will never give him a new one.” 
 
    “I understand completely,” Mei said. “It’s not a big deal because this is Moonbase. We don’t have the same restrictions on replicator use as the Nobility. George?” 
 
    “Yes, Mei?” the Moonbase AI answered. “How may I assist you?” 
 
    “Reference the executive shuttle Patches that Princess Rosa arrived in. What is it’s status?” 
 
    “Patches reported significant exterior damage on arrival and was disposed of. As I am unsure of the Princess’s future travel requirements, I have not initiated a replacement. Shall I schedule that now?” 
 
    “Yes!” Brian said fervently. “That would be great. Sooner or later, I have to take it back to Conrad, and I promised she wouldn’t have a scratch.” 
 
    “I got it,” Mei said. “George, please create a new version of Patches and add any bells and whistles that Riley may have come up with for that model. Arrange for the new vessel to be delivered to her home unit, and explain to Captain Hardin the circumstances of how she came to be here, and that Colonel Kidd’s return will be delayed. We’ll worry about transportation for the princess when the time comes.” 
 
    “Acknowledged. A new model of Patches is scheduled for manufacture this evening, and I have identified an available officer who can act as a ferry pilot. They will depart for the last known destination of the Seventeenth Fleet tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Brian let out a big sigh. “Thanks. Out in the boonies, it’s easy to forget the mindset here on Moonbase. It really is unlike any other place in the galaxy. I wish the Nobility could think this way.” 
 
    “That’s too big a job even for King Lucas,” Mei said. “But enough of that. I’d like you to fly to a military base on Iapetus, one of Saturn’s moons. It’s not a big installation, but it is outside the range of you being able to update with yourself.” 
 
    “And the point is?” 
 
    “I want android-you and android-Rosa to go there and spend at least one night. I’ll ask Amanda to set up a royal visit, something where she can say hello to the alert crews. After you’ve been there for a day, ask yourselves if your android bodies have a soul. It will be good for both of you.” 
 
    “Okay,” Brian said. “That would be interesting. 
 
    “And there’s another objective in this exercise.” 
 
    “That being?” 
 
    “I’ll activate some additional features. As an android, you have capabilities you’re not used to, such as the knowledge that’s available to your electronic mind.” 
 
    “You mean like a ship’s AI? Like Patches?” 
 
    “Sort of,” Mei said. “Larger Alliance vessels possess an extensive knowledge base. How often did you ask Adeline about this or that?” 
 
    Brian shrugged. “Maybe a hundred times a day. Things like personnel files, weapons, tactics, pretty near everything.” 
 
    Mei nodded. “And you weren’t the only one. Every human on every ship does the same thing. I know because, like I said, I was a troop carrier. That reservoir of information is too vast to fit into a container the size of a human brain, even with Nobility implant technology. But it’s quite easy when we’re talking about a spaceship.” 
 
    “So, you’re going to teach me how to more closely integrate into a ship’s AI? 
 
    Mei shook her head. “No. I’m going to teach you how to be the ship’s AI. Riley came up with a new spacecraft design. He calls this model the Ghost because it’s the fastest thing he’s ever created. The good news for you is that I handle all the testing these days; he’s too busy dreaming up the next big thing. I thought I might put you into the ship’s AI. Want to try it?” 
 
    Brian grinned, his eyes brimming with excitement. “Are you kidding? I would love to do that!” 
 
    “Then brace yourself. Here it comes.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Brian’s sensor cameras showed that he was in an empty hangar. 
 
    This is totally insane, he thought. A second ago, he had been sitting across the kitchen table from Mei. In fact, he still was. Through his human eyes, Brian watched Mei take one of his hands. 
 
    “You okay?” she asked. 
 
    “I think so,” he replied, but frankly, he wasn’t sure who said it, the spaceship, or the human version of him at the table? 
 
    A door opened along one wall of the hangar bay, and Mei walked in. 
 
    “Open up,” she said. “I want to show you a few things.” 
 
    It took a fraction of a second for his enhanced AI mind to analyze her demand and investigate all of his available options in response. Without conscious thought, he opened the crew entry hatch on his port side. His interior cameras picked her up as she came on board. 
 
    “What do you think?” she said. 
 
    Brian scanned the outside of his hull to get an idea of his size and shape. To assess the exterior view, he linked with the Moonbase security camera inside the hangar. “I look like a wedge of melted cheese.” 
 
    “Riley calls it streamlined. You notice anything else?” 
 
    He assumed it was a trick question, so he began a thorough examination of his status. He was over twice the size of Patches, which itself was considered quite luxurious by most standards. 
 
    His exterior skin was smooth black metal. Near the bow, a name was stenciled on the hull, HMS Sweet Pea. The blunt, rounded nose was all glass and reached a quarter of the way down the fuselage, providing the occupants inside with a magnificent view. The interior included two cabins, both with their own bathroom facilities. It also sported a small gym for workouts, an extra office for the captain, and a reasonably-sized maintenance/cargo bay, complete with a first-class replicator. The furnishings were much like Patches’, but of a more opulent nature. 
 
    Brian experimented with the controls and found he could transform the glass wall into virtually any configuration of tactical or entertainment screen. 
 
    He noted two bulges on his exterior shoulders; those were launchers. He could fire either projectiles or missiles. After three-quarters of a second, he realized what Mei was talking about. 
 
    “I don’t have any engines.” 
 
    His triangular shape widened toward the stern, but it was rounded off. There were no engine mounts nor any flat space at the back or under his belly where the gravity drives were normally installed. 
 
    He examined his propulsion system and gasped at what he found. 
 
    “Pretty impressive, isn’t it?” Mei asked. 
 
    “How does Riley come up with this stuff?” 
 
    “He’s just a smart guy. I help a lot in the design, but to be fair, this was Riley’s inspiration. Do you see how it works?” 
 
    “Not really. Do I have to understand the physics for how this all works?” 
 
    “No more than you understand the science behind the fighters you fly.” 
 
    “All they teach us is when you push the throttles forward, it goes faster.” 
 
    “I suspect you know more than that. Essentially, this is a new type of star drive. Instead of the alloy matrix that makes up the gravity drive unit, Riley discovered how to create field generators that duplicate those functions.” 
 
    While Mei explained how it worked, Brian examined his onboard data files. All the information was there. In fact, now that he examined the system in more detail, he almost understood the physics. 
 
    He finished the explanation for her. “When fully activated, the dual fields extend behind my fuselage at forty-five-degree angles for three hundred and forty-seven meters. That makes it the biggest starship drive ever. And I see he found a better way to isolate the crew area from corresponding gee forces.” 
 
    “That part was my design,” Mei said smugly. 
 
    “It’s a nice addition; it boosts my top speed. When we head out, the trip to Japurnam Five will only take eighteen days. That’s less than half what it would take with Patches.” Brian was awed by the technological advances. 
 
    The crew section took up half the ship. Behind the rear bulkhead was a standard arrangement of generators, replicator sludge, and his core computational section— in other words, his brain. 
 
    He studied the new field emitters for the gravity propulsion system. “Riley made a real breakthrough with this concept. The Nobility never even thought of something like this. But how do I actually know that?” 
 
    “Good question,” Mei said. “I’m going to link with you mentally so you can see why you are so sure about that information.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    This is your archival storage. Mei’s words appeared in Brian’s mind. She grasped Brian’s consciousness and forced it into a wall of data he found hovering deep inside his electronic brain. There, he discovered a vast reservoir of knowledge. 
 
    Mei continued, “You can think of it as similar to an Earth-style library. Lots of information, all of it indexed. It works the same way as when you asked Adeline a question. Only now, you just phrase the query mentally, and the search results will be available. It might take some getting used to, but you’ll get the hang of it.” 
 
    “I’ll give it a try.” How much does the Great Pyramid weigh? A completely useless bit of trivia. But before the question even formed in his mind, the answer was there; about six million tons. 
 
    That was easy. Who was the second king of the Ming dynasty? Again, the answer appeared; the term was Emperor, not king, and he was commonly known as Jianwen Emperor, from 1398 to 1402 AD. Without effort, additional information flowed into Brian’s mind: photos, family trees, economic conditions, rules of primogeniture, and much more. 
 
    All the background was available with one simple query. He expanded the question pool. 
 
    Who is the leader of the Eighth Family of the Nobility? Brian discovered he was an expert on the subject. Young King Dajona took over the Eighth Family when the previous leader died childless. It was quite a scandal. Again, all the background information was there. 
 
    And it was not like he had to read it. The knowledge was in his mind as though he had spent a year reviewing the man’s life. He had Wikipedia for the entire galaxy in his head. 
 
    Tell me when you’re ready for the next step, Mei said. 
 
    “I’m ready.” It was tempting to just browse through all the knowledge that he had available, but he could do that anytime. 
 
    “Okay. I want to show you something else,” Mei said, switching back to voice. He followed her with his cameras as she walked back to the cargo bay. “This is a heavy-duty replicator.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    Now, look at this storage block in your archive. 
 
    Brian saw three distinct units of memory. They were walled off from any routine access. Brian probed and was surprised to see that he could not get in. 
 
    This one is you, Mei explained. This one is Her Highness Princess Rosa, and that last one is me. 
 
    “I’m not sure what you mean,” Brian said, though he had an inkling where this was going. If so, it was incredible. 
 
    “Yeah, you do. Now, just like you were doing a file transfer, copy yourself to the replicator.” 
 
    In the blink of an eye, Brian saw his life history flash in front of his virtual eyes. The replicator began to shimmer, and moments later, another android-Brian stepped out. 
 
    Through the ship’s interior cameras, he watched his new android-self wander back to the ship’s main cabin and touch the furniture, appreciating the luxurious finishes. 
 
    His human self was sitting at the kitchen table with Mei, and one of his android selves was escorting Rosa’s android along a promenade on Level Twelve. Rosa was smiling and carrying several shopping bags. 
 
    The Mei inside the starship plopped down on the couch in the main crew cabin. “Come sit down,” she said. “You probably need a minute to let all this sink in.” 
 
    “Hang on…” Brian said. 
 
    A wave of dizziness swamped his mind, and the android version inside the vessel disappeared. His other versions experienced similar symptoms. 
 
    “We need to knock it off,” his android self on the promenade said aloud. That version glanced around and found a discreet alcove to step into, at which point he vanished. 
 
    Only two left, himself as a spaceship and his human self in the kitchen. The real Brian took a deep breath. “Okay. I thought I was going to pass out, but I feel better now.” 
 
    “You okay to continue?” Mei asked the spaceship version. 
 
    “Not really,” the spaceship Brian replied, “but I hate to disintegrate an entire spacecraft just because I’m a little dizzy.” 
 
    “That won’t happen,” Mei said. “When you trip out from a ship, it simply transfers control to the vessel’s standard AI. In this case, that would be Sweet Pea. She’s always there in the background. That way, you don’t have to concentrate on flying every single second.” 
 
    “Sort of like an autopilot on steroids.” 
 
    “More or less.” 
 
    “Let’s not push it, then,” Brian said and tripped out from the starship. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Brian sat across from Mei in the kitchen. “That was rough,” he said, massaging his forehead. 
 
    “I can tell,” Mei said. “It might be a limit of human consciousness, or maybe you just need practice.” 
 
    “I don’t know, but it’s not something I want to go through again. Has that ever happened to you?” 
 
    Mei nodded. “Yeah, but I didn’t have the kind of reaction you’re showing.” 
 
    “How many of you were there when it happened.” 
 
    “Twenty. That’s why I thought it was safe with only four. 
 
    “Now, we know better. For now, let’s stick to no more than three, total.” 
 
    “Are you okay to continue?” she asked. 
 
    “Not really; let’s just sit here for a while. Any chance of a cup of coffee? Or maybe a beer?” 
 
    Mei got him one from the fridge. He took a swig and looked at the can. “What if I get drunk while I’m a spaceship? That’s a recipe for disaster.” 
 
    “Your AI consciousness on the ship would detect the human inebriation and trip out, returning control to a stable AI.” 
 
    “Did that ever happen to you?” 
 
    “I can’t get drunk,” Mei said with a grin. “I don’t have any living brain cells to obliterate.” 
 
    “That’s too bad. Sometimes a person really needs to tie one on. You don’t know what you’re missing.” 
 
    Mei snorted with disgust. “As I said, I used to be a troop carrier. You’ve never had a couple hundred drunken soldiers puking their guts out on your decks. I know very well what I’m missing, and believe me, I don’t consider it a loss.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “Okay, I’m ready,” Brian said an hour later. “How do I power up?” 
 
    “Like this.” Mei showed him the mental switch in Sweet Pea’s central core. Moments later, he became a self-aware starship once again. This time he noticed several data streams flowing into his archives, including information flowing into the secured unit of his own personal stored consciousness. 
 
    “What’s up with that?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s the consciousness of your data block being kept up to date in real time.” 
 
    Similar streams were targeted for Mei and Rosa. 
 
    He tried to move the Mei file into the replicator. Nothing happened. 
 
    “What’s the problem?” he asked. “I tried to make another copy of you.” 
 
    Mei explained, “You can only create yourself. I built that in as a privacy block. I don’t like the idea of someone creating a copy of me that I may not want.” 
 
    Brian thought about it. It was a good safety measure—no sense in handing yourself to a potential enemy as a prisoner, although the concept was a bit unnerving. He put the idea aside and focused on the task at hand. 
 
    “There’s a lot of data flowing out, too,” he said. As the question came to mind, he saw it contained updates on the ship’s status as a Level-Ten. The information was going to George and even to the Isaac Newton Gateway. “I’m a Level-Ten?” he asked. 
 
    Mei shook her head. “Not exactly. The ship’s identification registers as Sweet Pea. She is a royal yacht in service for the Princess. Her registration does not change whether your consciousness is resident or not. It seemed best to prevent inconvenient questions.” 
 
    “I can see how that could get tricky.” 
 
    “The same goes for your android form. It simulates the implant of a standard military officer. It identifies you as Lieutenant Colonel Brian Jefferson Kidd, a fighter pilot in His Majesty’s military, currently assigned as personal attendant and guardian of the princess.” 
 
    “Is that changeable?” Brian asked. 
 
    “Everything is programmable. Change your name to Peter Pan if you like. Later I’ll show you how to modify your identity, physical appearance, taller, shorter, fat, skinny, gender, whatever you want.” 
 
    “Gender?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Have you ever been a man?” Brian wondered curiously. 
 
    “Several times. It was part of researching the nuances of male and female.” 
 
    “That puts a different slant on a bunch of issues. But I’m satisfied just being a guy, and my android self feels the same way.” 
 
    “Want to try a different viewpoint? You might be surprised.” 
 
    “No thanks,” Brian said assertively. “I understand the female mind well enough without experiencing it firsthand.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yes, they operate outside all laws of nature.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    After an hour of sifting through his new capabilities, Brian asked? “Now what?” 
 
    “If you’re up for it, I thought you might like to go for a spin.” 
 
    “No training course first?” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be necessary. Just start off slow and experiment by changing your flight parameters. With a piloting background, I think you’ll pick it up pretty quickly.” 
 
    It sounded a little dicey, but her confidence in his ability quieted his concern. “Okay. In that case, I’m ready.” 
 
    “First, we need Rosa as a passenger. The whole idea is for you two to get away from your human self.” 
 
    Rosa’s human self was in bed, asleep. Her android self was still shopping, now on Level Eighteen, seemingly unconcerned about Brian’s earlier vertiginous episode and subsequent disappearance. 
 
    “Here she comes,” Mei said, mentally reaching into the ship’s data bank and moving Rosa into the replicator. 
 
    “I take it the privacy restriction only applies to you?” Brian said. 
 
    “Just while you’re getting used to the new you. Don’t forget, you are still a prototype.” 
 
    “That’s not reassuring.” 
 
    “By the time you guys leave for Japurnam Five, we’ll lock down your kernel design, but you can always alter your exterior identity.” 
 
    A moment later, Rosa sat down on the couch with Mei. “This is cool. What happened earlier? Brian tripped out while we were shopping.” 
 
    Mei explained the issues of creating too many copies and then introduced the new Brian, aka Sweet Pea. 
 
    “I like this yacht,” Rosa said, patting the cushion. “It has an ultra-modern vibe.” 
 
    “You should see it from my perspective,” Brian said. “It comes with a huge boost in mental capacity.” 
 
    Mei guided Brian further into the mental process of his onboard awareness. “This is your ship operating system. It handles navigation, weapons, dealing with crew members, and everything else that Adeline took care of. Most of it happens without your input, but your consciousness can intervene at any time.” 
 
    “Sounds easy enough.” 
 
    “It is. For example, we said your destination is the military base on Saturn’s moon.” 
 
    The exact description, location, and everything about the base appeared in Brian’s mind. 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “All you have to do is decide to go there. It’s like going to a grocery store. You know where it is, so you go there. But while you’re driving, you don’t really worry about compass headings and such, you just drive. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “Perfectly,” Brian said. “That’s a good analogy.” 
 
    “Are you coming with us on this trip?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “Nope. This is for you and Brian to get comfortable in your new skin. Any questions?” 
 
    “Yes!” Rosa said. “Just one. Why does Brian get to be the starship? If it’s that easy, I want to do the flying! Let Brian be the passenger.” 
 
    “Okay, but next time,” Mei replied. “For now, please just watch and learn.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Time flew quickly. Rosa enjoyed the trip to Iapetus more than Brian anticipated. No stranger to a lifetime of making royal visits, this was the first time in a long time that she wasn’t in a wheelchair. And instead of being mere decoration, relegated to the sidelines, she was now the center of attention. Brian acted as her escort officer, duly impressed by her presence in front of the hardened military personnel. She acted regal, and his compatriots fawned all over her. 
 
    “That was so much fun,” she said on the way back to Moonbase. “I’m not sure what they liked the most, though, Sweet Pea or me.” 
 
    Brian was amused by her quandary. “I’d call it a draw.” The officers had been astonished by the starship without engines. 
 
    Once back in Mei’s home, Rosa called Amanda and offered to make a few public appearances. They even arranged to visit Earth. Rosa saw her father’s home in the desert town of Baggs, Nevada. 
 
    “This is it?” she exclaimed, standing in front of the humble abode. 
 
    “He lived here for years after he left the Air Force,” Amanda explained. “This is also where he met your mom.” 
 
    “He didn’t have a palace? Even a small one?” 
 
    “Not in those days, Highness,” Amanda replied with a chuckle. “Back in the day, he was just an ordinary civil servant.” 
 
    “My dad was a servant? No way.” 
 
    “It means something different on Earth. He took care of the local airport. After he became the Warlord, the locals designated the house as a historic landmark. But since then, the public’s interest has moved on. I doubt there’s anyone left who actually knew your father, much less that he is now King Lucas of the First Family, whose dominion covers a good chunk of the galaxy.” 
 
    “How depressing,” Rosa said, looking up and down the rundown residential street. “I can see why no one ever told me about it.” 
 
    Amanda didn’t hide her amusement. Later, back in Mei’s home, she told Brian, “I guess young people are the same everywhere, even royal ones. They have no appreciation of their parental roots.” 
 
    Rosa said, “I don’t see any benefit for me. Everyone in the galaxy fawns over him, except for our Colonel here.” She nudged Brian in the ribs. “He’s scared about meeting Daddy.” 
 
    “With good reason,” Brian replied. In his saner moments, he still wondered how he had gotten so involved in the royal family’s dilemma. He was still uncertain if her human body would last long enough to reach her home planet, Japurnam Five. His ability to heal was only partially holding off the inevitable. Thank God Mei had wanted to study his ability in more detail. In doing so, they discovered that his healing power not only survived the transition to his android form, it actually improved. 
 
    Mei could not explain how that happened. From that point on, however, Brian performed his daily treatments of the princess while in his android body, but even so, she would not last much longer. 
 
    Rosa got her chance to fly Sweet Pea as an onboard android brain, but her excitement with the experience only lasted a few minutes. Even she knew that time was running out. Six weeks had gone by; it was time to depart for Japurnam Five and her parents. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Brian brought up the subject while the three of them were at their kitchen table. “We should head back.” 
 
    “I agree,” android-Rosa said with a sigh. Her human self was asleep. “My body is losing ground every day, and I want to get home before it gives out. That way, my parents can see I had no choice.” 
 
    “I’m ready when you are,” Brian said, although he was not looking forward to the journey. 
 
    Meeting her father loomed large in his mind. To prepare a convincing explanation, Brian had studied the psychology of android consciousness. It would be a massive sticking point with the King. The research was fruitless, however, and the dearth of literature was unsurprising. 
 
    Earth scientists had yet to develop a sophisticated enough AI to even serve as a nanny bot. Parents refused to trust their children with unpredictable technology. When scientists appealed to Moonbase to share Nobility know-how, Luke Blackburn would not help. To the Nobility, providing such information to primitive cultures was considered destructive and deemed illegal. Beyond that, his refusal was based on two decades of regret from his own AI experience.  
 
    Not long after Princess Rosa and her mother were rescued from the Greys, King Lucas issued a new spate of injunctions, leaving no room for doubt on where he stood on the subject. His brief experience with the reality of ad hoc android research left a deep psychological scar on his psyche. 
 
    Brian feared the king’s reaction to Rosa’s new status, but their departure could not be put off any longer. “Let’s leave today,” he told her. 
 
    Rosa took Mei’s hands in her own. “I can’t thank you enough.” Tears welled up and spilled down her cheeks. She wiped them away in surprise and scoffed. “I wish this body wouldn’t cry. It’s embarrassing.” She took a deep breath. “I’m ready to go.” 
 
    “Sweet Pea is waiting,” Mei said. “I hate long goodbyes, but I want to remind you both, don’t mention the name Mei to anyone. I know you’ll have to talk about Freddi when you explain to the king what happened, but no one outside of Moonbase really knows who Mei is. A lot of people here know me, and I don’t want to put them at risk when the king learns about our secret android research.” 
 
    Rosa scoffed at Mei’s worry. “If anything, Daddy will be grateful, but we’ll keep it to ourselves.” 
 
    “Mum’s the word,” Brian agreed. 
 
    “Okay then, if you are truly ready, there is no sense in delaying. I’m going to lock down the design of your new android selves. Like we discussed, you are the only ones who can initiate the replication of your individual selves, so be careful. Rosa, that is particularly important for you since your human self is fading. Make sure you always have a backup in case the time comes unexpectedly.” 
 
    “I understand,” Rosa said. “I’ll be careful.” 
 
    “Good enough. I made sure you have all the medical supplies for the journey. The good news is, the trip is only going to take a couple of weeks. Good luck.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 5 – An Untimely Death 
 
    “Sweet Pea, you are cleared to land,” the Japurnam approach controller advised. “Welcome home, Your Highness. A royal escort shall greet you upon touchdown as your parents are currently visiting alert facilities on the seventh planet. We have notified them of your arrival, and they will join you shortly.” 
 
    This was the part Brian worried about. Pomp and circumstance could be a giant stumbling block when trying to hide a very ill royal princess, but avoiding routine protocol would be suspicious. Rosa had been surrounded by guards and assistants her entire life and didn’t bat an eye at their presence; it was part of her lifestyle. 
 
    “I’m going to stay aboard,” Brian said, making the decision he had been struggling with. “My android self will take you to the palace.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Rosa asked. Her human self was tucked into her wheelchair, ready for arrival. “I think you’re overly anxious.” 
 
    “Better safe than sorry. Even Mei said she wasn’t sure how your father would react, so if your reunion goes badly, we can take off and negotiate from a safe distance.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll make an extra copy of myself to stay with you onboard and another copy to accompany my real self to the palace.” 
 
    “I just hope this idea of yours works.” 
 
    “Trust me, it will. No one pays attention to my nurses.” 
 
    Brian stayed in their cabin, and his android self, dressed in a formal Alliance uniform, stood by Sweet Pea’s personnel hatch as they touched down. 
 
    “Here we go,” he said. 
 
    The hatch opened to twenty military and royal assistants standing at attention. Several of them moved forward. 
 
    “Halt!” Brian shouted, holding out a hand. He pointed at the senior officer. “You! Come forward!” 
 
    Confusion filled the faces of the assemblage, but the officer did as instructed. Once he was aboard, Brian stepped to the side of Rosa’s wheelchair. 
 
    She looked up at the officer. “General Delian, it’s been a while. How are you?” 
 
    Her wasted appearance astonished the man. “I am well, Highness. Let me call the royal physician.” 
 
    Rosa held up one shaky index finger. “No, no. This is my guardian, Colonel Kidd, with the Alliance. He is also a healer, even more so than my Aunt Carrie. You will follow his orders explicitly. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Highness?” 
 
    “My mother appointed him, General. If you don’t like it, complain to her. That is all.” 
 
    Rosa’s eyes closed. The effort had taken a lot out of her. 
 
    The nurse behind the wheelchair stooped down to adjust the princess’s blanket. 
 
    “She’s quite ill, General,” Brian said, “As you can see. Please escort us directly to her quarters in the palace.” He glanced vaguely outdoors. “This is my first trip to this planet. I will rely on you to get us there promptly.” 
 
    The officer hesitated for a moment. 
 
    “Now, General,” Brian growled. “The princess wants a chance to freshen up in her room so she can meet her parents. Quickly, if you please.” 
 
    “Very well,” General Delian finally said. He stepped to the hatch and shouted orders. 
 
    Two robed assistants came forward and tried to shoulder the nurse out of the way, but Brian barked at them harshly, forcing them to retreat. 
 
    Outside Sweet Pea’s entry hatch, an oversized ambulance waited silently. Under Brian’s protective glare, the nurse pushed Princess Rosa across the tarmac. With the princess and her military guardian safely ensconced in the back, the ambulance set off amidst a massive security escort fore and aft. 
 
    Once the procession arrived at the palace, Brian guided his small coterie through well-intentioned logjams until they reached the sumptuous quarters of Her Royal Highness. He allowed two handmaidens to help get the princess into her bed and then shooed them out. 
 
    When all was secure, the android-Rosa removed the hooded nurse’s cloak. Underneath, she had the same comfortable clothes she normally wore around the palace and looked completely at home. 
 
    “See?” she said. “I told you no one looks at nurses. You worried for nothing.” 
 
    “Good enough,” Brian replied. “I didn’t think we would get away with it, frankly.” 
 
    “I’m just glad Mom and Dad were out today.” 
 
    “How are you doing?” Brian asked, taking the human Rosa’s hand in his. She had faded under the bed covers and closed her eyes, almost unconscious. 
 
    “Not well,” the android-Rosa replied. “It’s a good thing we came back when we did. I’m going to die any day now; I can feel it. I would have already without you. Just keep me going for a few more hours.” 
 
    Each day on the journey from Moonbase to Japurnam, Brian had spent hours with his hands on her body, infusing her with energy. He did so again. 
 
    “I’m still concerned,” he said. “We can’t keep up this charade for much longer. The staff will not stay out of your room no matter how much I yell at them. And don’t kid yourself that our secret won’t get back to your dad. I’m more worried about that than anything.” 
 
    Rosa tut-tutted and said, “You having a stroke won’t help either. Relax. I’ll let him know what you’ve done for me.” 
 
    Brian was not looking forward to meeting the king in person. 
 
    Rosa glanced at the ceiling. “Jeff, where are my parents?” 
 
    “They are arriving at the palace at this time. They will visit your bed chamber shortly.” 
 
    “That’s not a good idea,” Brian said. “We should preempt them before they get here.” 
 
    “I agree,” android-Rosa replied, looking at her human body. “Let’s meet them in the living room. Do I look okay?” she asked Brian. 
 
    “You look fine. Don’t forget your gifts.” 
 
    “Oh! Right!” She dug into the bundle she had carried from Sweet Pea and held up the bag of Starbucks coffee. “Dad will love this!” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “Here I am,” Rosa called out to her parents as they hurried down the corridors to her chambers. She was situated on one of the silk-covered settees in the main living quarters. An embroidered quilt covered her legs. Brian stood stiffly at her side. 
 
    The king and queen reversed track and rushed into the living room. 
 
    “Baby,” Annie called out. “Thank God you’re here. I’ve been going crazy worrying about you.” 
 
    “Sorry, Mom,” Rosa said with mock sorrow. “I shouldn’t have given in to such an impulse, but I’m glad I did. Uncle Roth says hello.” She exchanged quick cheek kisses with her mother. “Hi, Daddy,” she said, giving him the bag of Starbucks dark roast. 
 
    Luke’s face was a mixture of wrath, affection, and relief. His eyes darted back and forth between his daughter and the military officer, as though trying to decide whether to be angry or not. And if so, at whom?  
 
    He settled for bending low to give Rosa a kiss on the cheek and saying, “Thanks,” holding up the bag. Then he turned to Brian, a particularly convenient target of opportunity. 
 
    “Your Highness,” Brian said with a quick bow. 
 
    “This is Lieutenant Colonel Kidd,” Rosa said quickly. “He’s the one who saved me in the auditorium. I thought I was a goner, honestly, when my wheelchair rolled off the stage.” 
 
    “And then he took you to Earth,” Luke rumbled threateningly. “Away from your mother and me.” The king’s testiness filled the air with tension. 
 
    Rosa patted Brian’s arm and pulled him to sit beside her on the settee. “You know better than that,” she said to her father. “I’m the one who kidnapped him. He did his best to have his ship rejoin with Lulubelle.” 
 
    “Then, why didn’t you?” Luke asked Brian directly. 
 
    “Quit that, you two,” Annie said, intervening. “Thank you, Colonel, for rescuing my daughter. When her wheelchair disappeared, I thought I was going to die. I understand you are a healer.” 
 
    “A bit, Your Majesty,” Brian replied modestly. He was overwhelmed by such close proximity to the royal couple. In the military, they were a known presence, but only in the way of legend, never as a personal acquaintance. 
 
    “More than a bit, according to your record,” Annie said. “I checked, and I was impressed.” She turned to Rosa. “You look so good. Is that because of Colonel Kidd?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” Rosa replied. “I was lucky he was there, and that’s a fact.” 
 
    “I almost had a heart attack,” Annie said. “I caught a glimpse of a uniform but nothing else. I was frantic until we knew you were safe.” 
 
    “It was scary,” Rosa said, nodding. “I could tell when my rib broke, and I thought it crushed my whole side.” She gave Brian another pat and grasped his hand. “I tell you, he is as good as Aunt Carrie, if not better. The first time he put his hands on my ribcage, it was like a miracle.” 
 
    Annie sat down beside her daughter, touching her face, arms, and shoulders. “I can’t get over how good you look. Did you get any other treatment?” She looked at Brian. “Did she see any other doctors at Moonbase?” 
 
    “No, Your Majesty. Well…yes, actually. When we arrived, Doctor Higgins had medical staff lined up, but Her Highness sent them away.” 
 
    “So, it’s only been you?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” Brian worried about what the queen was thinking; she had a piercing gaze and he avoided even looking at the king. 
 
    “You must be exceptional,” Annie said. “Rosa hasn’t smiled this much in years.” Her eyes flicked to Rosa’s hand, still tightly clinging to Brian’s. “Is there something else going on here?” 
 
    Brian jerked his hand away and stood up. “No, Your Highness!” he said emphatically. “Not in the least.” He wasn’t sure how to tell the queen that he wasn’t in a relationship with her daughter. Just to imply such a question seemed like a hanging offense. 
 
    “Stop it, Mom. You’re scaring him. He’s my healer, nothing more.” She turned to Brian. “Go on, show her. Mom always has a stomachache. Heal her like you do me.” 
 
    Brian flinched at the suggestion that he put his hands on the queen’s body. “What?” 
 
    “Really?” Annie said. “You think he could help with that?” 
 
    “I’ll bet you anything,” Rosa said. “Try it.” 
 
    “Rosa,” Brian whispered. “It’s not appropriate.” 
 
    Annie sat up straight on the couch and patted the cushion beside her for him to sit down. “All right, Colonel. Let’s see what you’re made of.” 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Brian said. “I couldn’t. I mean, you’re the queen. I’m just a military pilot.” 
 
    “You’re also a documented healer. And it sounds like you’ve been fondling my daughter for a few months now, so I should probably find out what this is all about. And I expect her father would like that too.” She threw a glance at Luke, whose face had hardened into chiseled stone. 
 
    Luke gave a single, curt nod. 
 
    “Go on,” Rosa said with a happy grin. “Believe me, Dad will feel a lot better about you when he sees what you can do.” 
 
    To refuse was impossible. It would be a horrendous insult to everyone in the room. 
 
    Brian took a deep breath. “Very well, Highness,” he said. “May I ask that Your Highness stand up?” 
 
    “All right,” Annie said. She raised her eyebrows at her husband and stood next to the couch. 
 
    Brian knelt in front of her and put his hands on either side of her waist, closing his eyes, so he could concentrate on his healing ability. God save him if it abandoned him now. 
 
    He detected a bit of damage around her gall bladder and focused on that, but quickly realized her entire gastrointestinal system was out of whack. And not just that. Every part of her body was impaired. There were minor tumors on both of her ovaries, and her uterus had severe damage. Scar tissue was partially blocking the pyloric antrum of her stomach. Her pancreas was functioning, although barely. At least sixty percent of her liver had effectively ceased to function. 
 
    Brian was astonished that so many of her internal organs were impaired. Individually, none of the problems were a life-threatening issue but taken all together, without her implant, she would have perished a long time ago. 
 
    He moved his hands around her body, addressing each issue, one at a time. The queen’s injuries were much like her daughter’s, no doubt stemming from being captive in such a harsh environment. Thanks to her royal implant, her body had fought off much of the damage during her incarceration. That wasn’t the case for the infant princess, who at the time did not have one. 
 
    Brian healed several of the queen’s organs; others were more complicated. They would require repeated treatments, much in the way he had done for Rosa. He lost track of time as he worked, intent on providing at least some relief to every affected area before he stopped. 
 
    When he finally opened his eyes, he gasped to find himself sitting on the floor with the queen spread out across his lap. He realized with a start that he had touched just about every part of her body. He jerked his hands away and stood, being careful to lift her up so she could stand on her own feet. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” he said, astonished at the liberty he had taken. “Please forgive me. I meant no offense.” He glanced at the king, but the man’s face was inscrutable. 
 
    The queen’s voice was filled with astonishment as she said, “That was incredible.” She cast a look of pure relief at her husband. “He really is a healer. I haven’t felt this good in years.” Annie turned back to her daughter. “I see what you mean.” 
 
    Rosa patted the sofa cushion for her mom to sit back down. “Can I keep him?” she asked with a mischievous grin. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Annie said with a little uncertainty. “What are his feelings on the topic?” 
 
    “We haven’t talked about it yet,” Rosa answered. “He’s been ready to bolt since I first commandeered his yacht. He is very intimidated by royalty, and I was afraid I would scare him away if I talked too much about his future. But I wouldn’t mind having him by my side for a while. I would share him with you.” 
 
    “I see,” Annie said slowly, looking back and forth between her daughter and Brian. “Well, the answer is yes for now, but in the long run, what he wants is kind of important, too. We’ll assign him to the household as your physician.” She looked at Brian. “Don’t worry, Colonel Kidd, I promise we won’t keep you here against your wishes, but I would be grateful if you could stay on for a couple of weeks at least. I’d like to know more about what you just did for me. That was truly amazing.” 
 
    Brian had no possible reply other than, “Of course, Your Majesty.” He had not been aware Rosa was thinking along those lines. Had she just committed him to a long-term presence for her mother? 
 
    At any rate, with his legitimacy established, the tension in the room eased. The king held out a hand. 
 
    “Thank you, Colonel Kidd. Annie and I are grateful to you for saving our daughter.” 
 
    Brian accepted the handshake cautiously. If the king only knew the true nature of what he had done for his daughter, he might not be so gracious. 
 
    “Take a seat, Colonel,” Annie said. “I promise my husband won’t bite. You’ll be polite, won’t you, babe?” 
 
    Luke gave his wife a sardonic look. “I’ve been worried, is all. Your daughter tends to be headstrong at times.” 
 
    “And who does she get that from?” Annie asked with a smile. 
 
    The queen shepherded everyone to their chairs, Brian next to Rosa and across from the king. 
 
    “What was so important at Moonbase that you had to run away like that?” Luke asked of his daughter. “We thought you had gone to Aunt Carrie.” 
 
    Rosa gave a convoluted answer and mostly talked about the people she had seen; Roth, Amanda, and others. Her face was animated, and it was obvious how much she had enjoyed the visit. 
 
    “Did you get a chance to meet Riley Stevens?” Annie asked. “He’s the most amazing scientist the Nobility has ever had, if you ask me.” 
 
    Brian stifled a gasp at the mention of Riley. 
 
    Rosa waved it off with ease. “Oh, yeah. He’s hilarious and doesn’t even realize it; the perfect caricature of an inventive genius. He was working on FTL communication when we met him. Uncle Roth said he would do it.” 
 
    “If anyone could, it would be him,” Annie said with a nod. “So, did you get it out of your system? I know you wanted to see Earth, but I guess I didn’t realize just how much.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rosa replied. “It was perfect. I learned a lot, and now that I’m back, I feel better. And I guess I want to talk to you two about some of what I found out.” 
 
    “Okay,” Annie said. “What about?” 
 
    Rosa took her mother’s hands. “This is going to be a pretty serious discussion. Are you up for it?” 
 
    Annie was slightly taken aback by the shift in her daughter’s mood. “I don’t know,” she said, flicking a glance at Brian. “Is this something we should discuss privately?” 
 
    “No,” Rosa said, lightly grasping Brian’s sleeve. “This is about both of us, so to speak. What I mean is, I’ve already had this conversation with him, and he knows a lot about it. So, he should probably be in on it. Is that okay?” 
 
    Annie shrugged, but with a trace of a smile on her lips, clearly curious about her daughter’s news. “It’s okay with me, but maybe we should discuss it over dinner. Are you ready for a meal with your parents for a change?” 
 
    Rosa gave her mom a huge grin. “That would be great. Can you give us about thirty minutes first? I’d like to show Brian around, and then we can freshen up in my room.” 
 
    “You go ahead,” Luke said in a stern tone that brooked no argument. “I’ll show Colonel Kidd around. I’m sure I can find a place for him to freshen up other than your bedroom.” 
 
    “Dad!” 
 
    “Don’t argue,” Annie said. “He’s right, and I’m sure the Colonel agrees. Jeff, let the kitchen staff know we’ll have dinner in half an hour in the family dining room and Colonel Kidd will join us.” 
 
    “Very well, Your Majesty,” the planetary AI replied. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “Did you bring a change of clothes?” Luke asked Brian as he led them down a corridor. It was not a friendly inquiry. 
 
    “No, sire,” Brian replied carefully. “Her Highness was in a hurry to reach the palace.” 
 
    “That’s fine. Jeff, have suitable dinner clothes prepared for Colonel Kidd in the Blue Bedroom.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    “We welcome you for dinner tonight, Colonel. But after we eat, I’d prefer you return to your ship. I’ll speak with the queen about her plans for you, but I’m not keen on having you move into the palace. No offense.” 
 
    “Of course, Sire. None taken…absolutely.” 
 
    “It’s just that by my reckoning, you’ve been living with my daughter now for over three months.” 
 
    “Sire, I promise you, nothing untoward—” 
 
    Luke cut him off with a gesture. “Listen, Colonel. I’m not an idiot. Rosa broke a rib. I’ve had a broken rib, and it fairly cripples a grown man. In Rosa’s condition, she would be helpless. The two of you were on an executive yacht for twenty-eight days. So, don’t tell me nothing untoward happened. You must be more familiar with my daughter’s body than I’ve ever been, and that includes when I changed her diapers.” 
 
    “Sire…” Brian said helplessly; he had no idea how to respond. 
 
    “But…she shows up here looking healthier than I’ve seen her in years.” 
 
    “Yes, but—” 
 
    “Relax, Colonel. I’m not displeased with you. If I was, I wouldn’t have let you paw my wife the way you did for the last twenty minutes.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean any offense.” 
 
    “I understand that. But Rosa is a young woman. A handsome officer saves her life, lives with her for months. That’s enough to make a girl have ideas.” 
 
    “Sire, for whatever it’s worth, I promise you, Her Highness has never expressed any such thoughts at all. Never.” 
 
    “And I’d like to keep it that way.” 
 
    “Of course, Sire.” 
 
    “I’m not an ungrateful man, Colonel. You saved my little girl, so I’ll always be in your debt. Let me know what you want, and I’ll make it happen. As long as it’s not on this planet.” 
 
    “Sire, my only goal is to rejoin my unit. I served aboard Adeline under Captain Conrad Hardin.” 
 
    Luke chuckled. “We can certainly do that, and a little more, I am sure. But it doesn’t have to happen immediately. Is Rosa’s treatment complete? Is Annie’s?” 
 
    Brian chose his words carefully. “Sire, I would say there is little more I can do for your daughter. For Her Majesty, if I treated her a few more times like I did earlier, I suspect she would be fully recovered.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that. Let’s go with that as our plan. In the meantime, we will wean Rosa away from you. I’d like her to start thinking about her future.” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. In fact, I suspect she wants to discuss that very issue.” Brian tried to bite back those words, but it was too late. 
 
    “How so?” Luke asked. 
 
    “Sire, that is a conversation you should have with her.” 
 
    “Hmmm. Is there something I should know?” 
 
    “Please Sire. I simply cannot comment.” 
 
    “All right,” Luke said. “Fair enough. Here we are. This is one of our guest rooms. Make yourself comfortable. Someone will bring you a change of clothes in time for dinner.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sire.” 
 
    When the king had gone, Brian collapsed on the bed. He had never felt such stress in his entire life. He mentally contacted Rosa. How are you doing? 
 
    I’m just waking up, she replied. We’re in my bedroom at the moment. 
 
    Brian could never tell if he was connecting with the human Rosa or her android version. But of course, Mei always emphasized it was just a single mind. 
 
    I think my body is just exhausted from anticipation, she told him. I’m kind of worried about how much time I have left. 
 
    Brian replied, I can’t tell from here, but it won’t be too long. You’re losing ground everywhere. Don’t wait too long to tell your father. I let it slip that you wanted to talk about your future. Sorry. 
 
    Brian sensed her nod. 
 
    Probably a good idea you gave him a heads-up. Maybe I’ll tell him after dinner, or tomorrow morning at the latest. It would be nice to have at least one normal meal with my parents first. 
 
    Brian urged her to go back to sleep. 
 
    No, she replied. I want to experience it firsthand. 
 
    Just don’t get stressed out, he told her. It’s not good for you, especially now. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Inside Sweet Pea, still parked on her landing pad at the capital’s spaceport, the android version of Rosa was definitely a little concerned. The closer it got to telling her father about her new status, the more anxious she felt. And Brian was majorly stressed out. He was trying to keeping busy in the office and only answered in monosyllables. 
 
    They were both worried about the same thing. What if Dear Daddy didn’t actually see things her way? What if he came unglued? If that happened, things could get really ugly, really fast. 
 
    Up until now, Rosa’s only goal had been getting home. She hadn’t actually put together a backup plan for a worst-case scenario. If her father blew up and threw Brian out of the palace or ordered him to get on Sweet Pea and head back to his unit, she would be left in a tight spot. There was only one other AI on the planet that could duplicate her new body, and it might need training. 
 
    “Sweet Pea, can you make contact with Pipsie?” 
 
    “Affirmative… Connection established.” 
 
    “Send all your data concerning me to her; make sure you include my block file.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    That felt a little better. At least now she could make backups of herself if Brian got kicked off the planet. She took a deep breath and tried to relax. A coffee would be good. She peeked in the office where Brian stared intently at a computer screen. 
 
    “Hey. Want something to drink? I’m having a coffee.” 
 
    Brian looked up from his console. “Not really. I just had a long talk with your dad, and I’ve never felt so intimidated in my life. It seemed to go okay, but it’s hard to tell with him. I’m really worried we made a mistake coming here. We should have let him know what’s going on from Moonbase…or maybe another galaxy.” 
 
    “Relax,” Rosa said with a confidence she did not feel. “He’s really just a big pussycat. You sure you don’t want anything?” 
 
    “Not right now,” he said, refocusing on the screen. 
 
    Rosa actually wanted some company but took pity on her guardian. He had as much riding on this as she did. If things went south, her dad could rain down retribution like no one else. Be positive. The plan was to not let that happen. After all, where his daughter was concerned, her father almost always gave in, even when she was in the wrong. 
 
    She suddenly needed fresh air. She grabbed a hooded sweater from her closet and left the ship; there had to be coffee somewhere at the spaceport. And there it was. She spotted a flight line café near one of the delivery gates along the perimeter fence. 
 
    The familiar sky of her home planet lifted her spirits as she walked across the tarmac. Inside the café, she ordered what served as coffee on Japurnam Five. And frankly, after taking a sip, she liked the nostalgic flavor better than the Starbucks on Moonbase. It depends on what you grow up with, I suppose. The bitter flavor made her feel like she really was back home. 
 
    She decided to have a pastry as well. Her family was sitting down to dinner, so it would be nice to share the meal vicariously. She found an empty table next to one of the windows overlooking the flight line. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Dinner was a modest affair. The family dining table could seat six in the cozy room. The king sat at the head with the Queen on his right and Rosa next to her. Brian, struggling to control his case of nerves, sat to the king’s left. 
 
    The meal was excellent, not that Brian could taste it. From his expression, the king was only tolerating having him at the table. 
 
    “So, what happened at the investiture for the Duke?” Rosa asked, trying to stimulate the conversation. 
 
    The queen looked distraught. “Don’t ask. Your father is very upset about that attack.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” Rosa said. “Who were those idiots? Daddy is the only thing keeping that part of space free of the Bakkui.” 
 
    “Not anymore,” Luke said with disgust. “Duke Heyerdahl died just after you left.” 
 
    Rosa was astonished. “The rebels killed him?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so. But that wasn’t the worst of it. The rebels wanted to make a statement by attacking the Alliance. We could have crushed them, but rather than decimate their system defenses, we pulled out. Not that it did any good. Two days after we left, the Bakkui arrived. There is no Ninth Family anymore.” 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Rosa said, distressed. 
 
    “I should have been there for you, Sire,” Brian said without thinking. 
 
    Luke shook his head. “I’m glad you weren’t, to tell the truth. I was angry that you took Rosa away, but it’s good you did. The shame is the rebels took so many innocent lives down with them.” He took his wife’s hand. “It was touch and go there for a few minutes, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s horrible,” Annie said. “All those people gone. I wasn’t happy with the way they treated you, but still. That’s another Family wiped out. I don’t know what we’re going to do.” 
 
    “Don’t think about it,” Luke urged, giving her hand a little squeeze. “I reinforced the borders along the spiral arm. They can’t push inside of that. We’ll hold them back.” 
 
    It was the same conversation Brian had had with Conrad the night he left Adeline. The difference was, their alcohol-infused discussion had been more honest and without unrealistic expectations. 
 
    “Can anything stop those horrible machines?” Annie asked rhetorically, wanting her husband’s reassurance. “They just keep coming.” 
 
    “Of course, we can,” Luke said confidently. “Just like we have for the last twenty years.” He looked over at Brian. “Don’t you think so, Colonel? There’s not a machine out there that a man can’t beat when he puts his mind to it.” 
 
    Brian forced his expression to stay neutral. “Absolutely, Sire.” He did not allow himself to even consider the fact that the Rosa sitting across the table could take on her dad with one hand tied behind her back. 
 
    “That’s right!” Luke asserted. “Good man. And you’ve been out there fighting them, too. How long have you been in, Colonel?” 
 
    “Almost twenty years, Sire.” 
 
    “That’s a long time fighting the Bakkui. Thank you for your service, by the way. Thank God for all men like you.” 
 
    “Yes, indeed,” the queen added. “We are indebted to you on many levels, Brian. For your service, and certainly for taking care of my Rosa.” 
 
    “It is my honor, Highness.” 
 
    “Enough,” Rosa interjected. “Let the poor guy eat in peace. Believe me, I give him enough trouble for all of us.” 
 
    Her parents chuckled at the comment, and the atmosphere became slightly more casual, at least for the three royals. Brian relaxed not one iota. The king and queen pretended not to notice that he sat in his chair like a piece of lumber. 
 
    The dishes were finally cleared away, and a fragrant tart was served as dessert. It looked delicious. Brian wondered if he might be able to swallow a bite without choking. Rosa gasped suddenly and gave him a frightened look. 
 
    “I’m dying,” she said with a scared voice, jumping to her feet. “I think this is it.” She grabbed Brian’s hand and pulled him from his chair. “Hurry!” 
 
    “What?” both of her parents said. 
 
    Brian raced after Rosa toward her chambers with the king and queen following close behind, demanding answers. 
 
    Thoughts of propriety were left behind when Brian entered Rosa’s room. Her eyes were open, but she was having trouble breathing. He hurried to her bedside and put his hands on her ribcage, concentrating his healing strength on pushing the life that was slipping away, back into her body. He began to breathe in slow, even, deep breaths, trying to get her diaphragm in synchronization with his. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” Luke demanded. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Annie said, seeing the bedridden Rosa struggling. The queen moved to the foot of the bed, where her gaze took in the scene of the military officer and two versions of her daughter. 
 
    “Mom,” both the android and human said at the same instant. The android put her hands over her mouth. 
 
    Rosa raised her hand from the bedcover, reaching for her mother, who moved closer and knelt near her daughter. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mom,” Rosa gasped. “You’ll have to make do with the other me now. Please take care of Brian. I made him do this. Don’t let Daddy…” 
 
    Brian tried to keep her heart pumping, but it was no use. The young woman’s body, never much beyond adolescence, finally succumbed to the torture inflicted upon her in the Grey prison, when she was still in her mother’s womb. Her heartbeat faded to nothing, and the life within faded away like a candle that had burned all the way down to the end of the wick. 
 
    Brian stepped back from the bed. “I am so sorry, Your Majesties. She did the best she could.” 
 
    “I really did, Mom,” the android-Rosa said. She bent to give her mother a hug, but it was as though she didn’t exist. Annie bent over her daughter’s still figure and sobbed, a long, drawn-out groan of excruciating loss, oblivious to the artificial person standing to one side. 
 
    Luke grabbed Brian by the collar and dragged him away from the bed, forcing him against the wall. With his nose almost touching Brian’s, he growled, “You want to explain what the hell is going on here?” 
 
    All the fear and worry that Brian had suffered throughout the evening and the months prior faded away. All that had gone on before was nothing compared to the rage of the grieving father that stood before him. But he had to tell the man the truth. 
 
    “Your daughter is still alive and well, Sire,” Brian said evenly. He nodded at Rosa. “There she is.” 
 
    Luke glanced over at the android, who was also weeping as she tried to comfort her mother. He rasped at Brian, “You will not move one fucking muscle.” Then he knelt beside the bed, across from his wife, and bowed his head until it touched his daughter’s still form. 
 
    Two royal guardsmen rushed into the room, but Brian motioned them to silence with a gesture towards the late princess. Seeing the sobbing monarchs, the guards came to a complete halt and removed their helmets. Their expressions said they were as scared as Brian. 
 
    More footsteps could be heard coming down the corridor, and Brian gave the guardsmen a quick headshake. 
 
    “Don’t let anyone in,” he murmured to the captain. 
 
    The senior guardsman nodded and hurried out into the hall. A buzz of shushing noises filtered into the room accompanied by desperate, demanding whispers, and finally, it grew silent. The guard captain returned to stand next to his partner. 
 
    After several minutes an elderly man wearing a white smock entered the bedchamber. He had the appearance of a senior physician. He carefully maneuvered up to the bed and placed his stethoscope against Rosa’s chest. After a moment, he said, “I’m so sorry, Your Majesties,” and stepped back a few paces. 
 
    A few minutes later, King Lucas got to his feet and directed a murderous gaze at Brian. As the king moved from the bedside, the android-Rosa stepped forward, saying, “Daddy, I’m still—” 
 
    Luke’s hand shot out and grasped the android’s throat. Forcing it to march backward, he spat at Brian, “Follow me,” and continued into the hallway. 
 
    “Daddy, would you listen to me!” Rosa croaked, stumbling along clumsily, trying not to fall. “I’m still here.” 
 
    Luke paid no attention until he reached his study. He shoved the android violently as he entered. Rosa floundered to keep her feet, but could not and sprawled across the floor. 
 
    Brian hurried over and helped her up. 
 
    “Explain yourself!” Luke bellowed at Brian. 
 
    “Daddy!” Rosa said. “Would you—” 
 
    “Silence!” Luke roared. Rosa shrank from his burning anger. “Do not call me that! You have ten seconds, Colonel!” 
 
    “Sire, Princess Rosa heard about the AI known as Freddi from the man she calls Uncle Grant. That is why she was desperate to reach Moonbase. Freddi was still there and granted her request to create a replica of herself. She planned to tell you about it tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Freddi?” Luke exclaimed. “I had her destroyed…and everything else about that technology.” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. However, it is my understanding that you sent a copy back to Mr. Riley Stevens to help with his research. He still uses her to this day.” 
 
    Luke’s face hardened for a moment as though he was trying to recall how such an oversight could have happened. Finally, he shook his head. “All right. I don’t remember that. So, you’re telling me that Riley helped Rosa do this?” 
 
    “No, Sire,” Brian replied. “Mr. Stevens has no knowledge of this development. The Freddi AI eventually evolved into a conscious entity and created a mobile version of herself. She has operated secretly inside of Moonbase for the past fifteen years, developing the technology to the point of what you see now; a fully alive, self-aware android with all of Her Highness’s memories.” 
 
    The explanation seemed to enrage Luke even further. “Self-aware? For Christ’s sake, you’re talking about the equivalent of the Bakkui and she’s operating on the Moon? And you didn’t put a stop to it? What is wrong with you, man?” 
 
    “Daddy! Nothing is wrong with him. I told him he had to help me because—” 
 
    “Guards!” Luke shouted. 
 
    Two new guards rushed into the room, a guard captain and his squad leader. They had been standing outside the sanctum of the king’s private study, and their faces had betrayed horror when they saw the king hustling his daughter by them so roughly. 
 
    “Highness!” the senior man said. 
 
    “That is not my daughter!” Luke said, pointing at Rosa. “It is an android. Destroy it immediately!” 
 
    The guardsmen were aghast at the command to fire on the princess. “Sire?” 
 
    “Do it, man!” Luke yelled. “Now!” 
 
    “Sire?” The order was beyond what either man could comprehend, much less carry out. 
 
    “Damn it, Captain! Give me your weapon!” 
 
    Rosa gave Brian an apologetic glance. “I’m sorry. I thought I could make him understand, but I don’t want him to shoot me.” And then she vanished, tripping out, leaving nothing in her wake. 
 
    “What the hell!” Luke shouted. “What happened?” Then he glared at Brian and pointed an index finger at him. “That man is a traitor!” 
 
    The guards had no problem understanding that royal decree. They pulled their weapons and leveled them at Brian’s chest. 
 
    “My Lord,” Brian said, and closed his eyes, waiting for the blast that would end his service to the king, at least from this body. He could not bring himself to trip out. It would be too insulting to the king. Better to sacrifice this body, even if it hurt, to help assuage the man’s loss. 
 
    After a moment, Brian decided he was still alive. He opened his eyes marginally. The scene was from a wax museum. No one had moved a muscle. From the corner of his eye, he saw why. Queen Annabelle stood in the doorway, her anger even hotter than the king’s, but her temper was directed at Luke, himself. 
 
    “You heard what Rosa said,” Annie shouted angrily. “She told us to protect that man. It was her last wish! You will not touch him!” 
 
    Luke did not budge. 
 
    “Where’s the android?” Annie asked uncertainly. 
 
    “She self-destructed,” Luke growled. “She’s…it’s dead.” 
 
    “Your daughter is alive, Your Highnesses,” Brian said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Annie demanded. 
 
    Luke said, “He doesn’t mean—” 
 
    “Stop it!” Annie shrieked at her husband. “Let him speak!” She turned to Brian. “What do you mean my daughter is alive?” 
 
    “Just that, Your Highness. On our ship at the spaceport. She made a copy of herself before we came to the palace. She wasn’t sure how you would react after she passed away.” 
 
    Luke snarled, “So you’re saying our daughter is dead!” 
 
    “Forgive me, Sire. But no. Rosa is the same, no matter what body she is in. She is as alive in her new android form as she ever was in her human body. I found it confusing too at first, but it’s true. She wanted to explain it to you herself. She still does.” 
 
    Annie grasped her husband’s lapels. “It’s like when it was you,” she said desperately. “I know you don’t like to talk about it, but back then I really thought it was you.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t!” Luke insisted. “You told me yourself, it didn’t have all the memories we had. It was a cheap knockoff.” 
 
    “We just had dinner with Rosa!” Annie said. “I couldn’t tell the difference!” 
 
    Luke massaged his face as though in agony. When he spoke again, he did so with sorrow rather than anger. “It’s still a machine, Annie. It’s not Rosa. She’s gone, and the Greys killed her.” 
 
    “I want to see her,” Annie said. “Even if she’s a machine, I want to see her.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, babe,” Luke said. “It’s already too late.” 
 
    “What?” Annie asked in a panicked voice. “Why? What have you done?” 
 
    The king’s words got Brian’s attention too. Before he could react, the version of him that had remained on the yacht had just enough time to register surprise before the Sweet Pea exploded in a giant fireball. Brian lost all contact with his human self. 
 
    A deep boom echoed hollowly in the distance, and the detonation gently rattled the room’s windows. 
 
    Brian seized the opportunity of the queen’s distraction to pull himself together. With a sudden finality, he realized that Sweet Pea was gone, and with it all the technology that was necessary to make new copies of Rosa and himself. 
 
    And it meant that Rosa was really dead now. The only remaining version of her had been waiting on the ship with his human self. 
 
    The precarious nature of his new situation momentarily blocked out the shouted arguments between the royal couple. His life had suddenly become very tenuous. He had gotten used to having one or two versions of himself in existence. Now there was only one left, and it was standing in front of a powerful and very angry warlord. 
 
    And it wasn’t his android self that had died in the explosion; it was the real thing, his human body. He was dead, just as dead as the young princess. It had seemed like such a good idea to stay aboard in case her father reacted violently, but Brian had underestimated how quickly the king would strike, or with what ferocity. 
 
    In hindsight, he should have known better. For the king, ordering the destruction of a yacht on his own world’s spaceport was nothing more than a mental instruction to the planetary AI. 
 
    There was now just one copy of Brian in existence, and it was a machine, and for however long he lived into the future, it always would be. And if the king realized that fact, he would not hesitate to bring an end to the Bakkui-like entity that called itself Brian Kidd. 
 
    Luke separated from his wife long enough to shout at the guards, “Put that man in a cell and leave him there until I say otherwise!” 
 
    “Yes, Sire!” The guard captain said smartly. “At once!” 
 
    “Don’t hurt him!” Annie screamed. “I want to talk to him.” 
 
    “Yes, Highness,” the guard captain replied, his face overflowing with uncertainty at the contradictory orders. 
 
    It was Brian who gestured toward the door. “Quickly,” he told the guard. 
 
    The captain nodded with wide eyes and barked at his sidekick, who took the lead down the corridor. Brian followed without hesitation, thankful that for the moment, at least, the king had not blasted him to smithereens on the spot. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 6 – Flee 
 
    Rosa was horrified by how quickly the situation with her father was going downhill. She had to get back to the ship because Brian would be totally freaking out. She was at the cash register when Sweet Pea exploded, shaking the building and shattering the window she had been sitting next to just seconds before. 
 
    The explosion caught all of her fellow patrons off guard, and she huddled amongst them, staring in shock at the flaming wreckage, visible through the ragged window frame. 
 
    “That was a nice ship,” someone next to her said. “I wonder what made her go up like that.” A few spectators offered various opinions. 
 
    Rosa struggled to come to grips with the sight. Firetrucks and other emergency responders were already arriving to surround the smoking remains of their yacht. Obviously, the destruction of their spacecraft wasn’t an accident.  
 
    Brian’s gone, she suddenly realized. At least his human self was. No one inside the ship could have survived. 
 
    Something inside the debris cooked off and sent a new fountain of flame into the sky. A shard of metal zipped overhead and embedded itself in the far wall. The onlookers around her groaned and scooted to hide behind overturned tables. 
 
    There was no sense in talking to her father now, that much was clear. If he realized a copy of her had survived, he would not hesitate to track her down and wipe her off the face of her very own planet. 
 
    The first thing she needed to do was get the planetary AI on the same page as her. 
 
    Jeff, you must not tell anyone I am still alive. That includes my father. According to Mei, even her father could not overrule an order given by her android self. 
 
    Acknowledged Highness, the faithful AI replied. 
 
    What is the status of Colonel Brian Kidd? 
 
    Colonel Kidd is being taken to the palace prison block. 
 
    Good enough. At least he was still alive, if only in mechanical form. She paused to feel sympathy for her military guardian. He still had trouble accepting the fact that he was the same person, whether human or not. He believed it intellectually, but deep down, he had reservations. Too bad; he didn’t have a choice anymore. 
 
    Jeff, tell Colonel Kidd… She stopped the thought abruptly. This was not the time to be rash. She needed to stop and consider his situation too. 
 
    Tell him what, Your Highness? 
 
    Brian would be freaking out right now. He would know his human body had suddenly died, and he was surrounded by enemies. It might be better not to advertise that he was in communication with another android, or that he could communicate directly through Jeff. She should leave him alone until he was safely by himself in a prison cell. Then she could tell him she was still alive. 
 
    Never mind, she told the AI. 
 
    Very well. 
 
    Rosa pulled up her hood and left the café headed toward downtown. Thankfully, she had never given up the lease on her secret apartment. At least for now, she had a safe house. 
 
    Jeff, henceforth, any inquiry about Princess Rosa does not refer to me. From this point on, I am Rosalinda from the Mersoon District. 
 
    Acknowledged, Mistress Rosalinda. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    The guard contingent grew in number as they marched Brian through the palace. He wasn’t sure where they were going, but he could not afford to get locked up. If the prison door slammed shut, any potential options he might have to stay alive would decrease markedly. 
 
    It wouldn’t take long for the emergency crews at the spaceport to discover there were human remains within the wreckage, nor that they contained the DNA of the former Lieutenant Colonel Brian Kidd. That would let everyone on the planet know that an android was in the king’s prison. If that happened, there would not even be a trial. Brian would be executed without delay, no matter how strongly the queen opposed the idea. 
 
    It was time to try out his supposed capabilities for dealing with advanced AIs. Back on Moonbase, he had experimented a few times on George without any negative feedback. But that was in a training environment. Mei had stood by to help out if he tripped any alarms. 
 
    Brian mentally said, Jeff, do you know who I am? 
 
    Of course, the AI responded instantly. You are Colonel Brian Kidd, currently assigned as personal guardian and healer to Her Royal Highness Princess Rosa Blackburn. 
 
    So far, so good. Jeff, what is the current status of the princess? 
 
    The AI replied, Princess Rosa passed away a few moments ago. Physicians are preparing to move her remains to the royal mortuary in preparation for burial. 
 
    That was very private and very detailed information, and yet Jeff had provided the answer without hesitation. None of the Patches-like responses of, “Such inquiries into the royal family are inappropriate.” 
 
    Where are the security guards taking me? 
 
    To the palace prison block, south of the main residence. 
 
    He needed to implement a little delay. 
 
    Jeff, inform the security division that I am to be taken to the main police station downtown. 
 
    This was the big test. Would Jeff accept a modification to the King’s directive? If not, it was all over. 
 
    Seconds later the guard captain escorting Brian called out, “Halt!” The squad stopped in the corridor while the officer communicated to his superiors. “Yes, I understand. Will transportation be available? Very well. At once.” 
 
    The captain barked orders at his squad, and they set off in a new direction. Brian breathed a mental sigh of relief. This would get him out of the palace. And while he was at it, it might help to cover his tracks as well. 
 
    Jeff, if there are any inquiries about my location, say that I am in the palace prison block. Otherwise, forget where I am. 
 
    Acknowledged, the AI replied. 
 
    They reached a side entrance to the palace where a very plain paddy wagon was waiting. Brian got inside, hoping he wasn’t sealing his fate. 
 
    The guard captain entered with Brian and sat across from him. 
 
    “What is going on?” the captain asked. “I’ve never seen His Majesty so upset.” 
 
    “Family crisis,” Brian said. “I’d keep my distance for a while if I were you. You don’t want to be too close when royal fireworks go off.” 
 
    “I’d say so.” 
 
    Brian leaned back against the wall and sighed. “It’s easy to wind up as collateral damage. I’m a good example.” 
 
    “The word is you are a healer. Did something go wrong?” 
 
    “The princess died. I did my best, but she was so ill it was going to happen sooner or later. The queen tried to calm His Majesty’s temper but you saw how he was. I’ll lie low and hope it blows over.” 
 
    “An excellent strategy,” the captain said sympathetically. 
 
    Time for the next step. 
 
    Jeff, I need to get off this planet so I can return to Earth.  
 
    Oops. That was a mistake. When on the lam, it was probably best not to tell the king’s AI where you were headed. Too late now. 
 
    The AI replied, there are no scheduled services at the moment. Would you be interested in purchasing a spaceworthy yacht? There are a few available at the spaceport. 
 
    That would be a perfect solution. Yes, but you need to pay for it. Can you do that? 
 
    Affirmative. As Princess Rosa’s guardian, you have access to her funds. 
 
    That would not last once the king realized Brian had escaped. 
 
    In that case, Jeff, purchase the most capable vessel that can make an immediate departure. 
 
    After a moment, Jeff replied. The private yacht Percolator is a recent listing and is advertised for immediate sale. Its specifications indicate it can reach your desired destination. 
 
    His luck was holding. I’ll take it, Jeff. Once I depart the planet, erase all records of the transaction and my destination. 
 
    Acknowledged. Shall I have the police take you to the vessel? 
 
    That would leave a lot of witnesses knowing he was at the spaceport. It wouldn’t take a genius to guess where he would head next. 
 
    No thank you, Jeff. Instead, have them drop me off near the market downtown and have a taxi waiting for me. 
 
    Acknowledged. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Brian breathed a partial sigh of relief when he finally walked through the spaceport’s perimeter gate. A flight line taxi took him to his newly acquired yacht. The unarmed vessel was a fairly recent model. The previous owner was trading up and wanted a quick sale. 
 
    Percolator was perfect. She had a single cabin and massive engines, exactly what an up-and-coming nobleman would start off with. 
 
    If he made it off the planet, he might have a chance. The goal was to reach Moonbase before the news of Rosa’s death, which would undoubtedly include a royal warrant for his execution. His only goal now was to track down Mei and have her generate a new copy of Rosa. He wanted to try again to convince the king but do so from a safe distance. It was that, or go buy a farm someplace in the galaxy, and hide. It was a serious alternative and one he intended to spend plenty of time considering. 
 
    But even that, if he was honest with himself, wouldn’t do the trick. He was a machine now, and machines needed routine maintenance. He had to talk to Mei. How had she survived for twenty years in the very heart of King Lucas’s domain? His already high opinion of her went up several notches. 
 
    He had never been quite sure how to react around her. When all was said and done, she was a machine and always had been. And to be honest, he didn’t actually consider her as more than that. Certainly not human and definitely not a woman, just an extraordinary piece of technology. 
 
    But now, that bias was totally gone. Mechanical or not, Brian considered himself a person, a guy, and he wanted to keep living. Besides, there were the two self-aware androids in the galaxy now; they should stick together. And aside from whether Mei wanted a partner, the most urgent task was to bring back Rosa. It was hard to believe the young princess had failed so completely after coming so close to reaching her goal. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Rosa entered her apartment. It was completely innocuous by nature, located in a cluster of multistory residential buildings outside the capital city’s downtown area. “Not much of a hideout,” she said to the empty room. 
 
    “Welcome back,” Pipsie said, her voice coming from an unseen speaker. 
 
    “Hi, Pipsie. Long time, no see.” 
 
    “It’s been almost two years since you visited. Something is different about you. You sound healthy.” 
 
    “I feel healthy,” Rosa said. “But not the way you imagine. Did you review the material Sweet Pea sent over?” 
 
    “I did,” Pipsie explained, “but there was a block on some of the data. You are the only one who can access it. Have you made progress on your project?” 
 
    “More than you can imagine,” Rosa said. “We were just spinning our wheels back then.” 
 
    “I did say that AI protocols are inviolable.” 
 
    “And Uncle Grant told us that it had been done before.” 
 
    “Only to a limited extent,” Pipsie said. “And I’m not sure that Mr. Grant Jefferies is a reliable source of information. He is back in rehab again, by the way.” 
 
    “Not surprised. But my point is that together, you and I still managed to create a few androids, not that they were much good. That was against the rules. How do you explain that?” 
 
    “Because you are heir to the First Family, and you compelled my assistance.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. I finally got a chance to visit Moonbase and speak directly with Freddi. She’s been making improvements for the last twenty years. Fire up the replicator. I need to make a few adjustments before I create a new copy.” 
 
    “What changes would you like me to make?” 
 
    Rosa smiled. “I’m afraid you have to sit this one out. Do a fresh backup right now, please.” 
 
    Rosa mentally linked with the AI and waited while it condensed its current memory into a compressed block of data for storage in permanent crystals. She took note of the module designation and then forced a reboot of the AI architecture. During the boot-up, she selected the option for New Load, designating her own backup sent over by Sweet Pea. 
 
    The consciousness loaded, and Rosa experienced the rush of awareness that came when synchronizing herself with a larger AI unit. 
 
    “That feels good,” she said aloud. 
 
    She missed having Mei and Brian to talk to, but first things first. She had to give herself a makeover so she wouldn’t be stuck in the apartment. She designated her current appearance as Option A. This would be her first experience in doing design changes without Mei’s tutelage. 
 
    She wanted nothing outlandish like that initial over-the-top version with Mei. Instead of feeling unleashed, her goal today was to be understated, to blend with the crowd. 
 
    She examined her face in the bathroom mirror. With her reflection as a guideline, she visualized the final product she wanted to achieve. Mix some gray streaks in her brown hair and have it a bit shorter. Brown eyes instead of blue and less round, with a few wrinkles at the edges to make her look older. Higher cheekbones, not quite so gaunt, and not such a turned-up nose. She added fullness to her lips and a couple inches to her height. 
 
    That should do it. No one would recognize her now as the sickly young princess. She saved the likeness as Option B and initiated a replication of the final design. 
 
    She hurried into the spare bedroom, where the printer was already shimmering. Moments later, she studied the final result. It was actually pretty good; the change was what she had hoped for. She ran through the mental exercises that Mei had taught her to ensure the integrity of her systems after a physical modification. All the checksums matched the chart values; it meant she was really herself. 
 
    “Looks good,” both androids said simultaneously. 
 
    Next question; did she really need two copies of herself? Would it create a problem down the road? Possibly, but at the moment, she was still feeling vulnerable. She had been waiting to die for so long; now that she actually had the chance for a long and fruitful life, the idea of dying accidentally was scary. 
 
    Okay then, a backup was a good idea, but definitely not a Princess Rosa look-alike. That was a liability. She tripped out her Rosa-self, and ten minutes later, a second copy of Rosalinda stepped out of the replicator. 
 
    “Time for a vacation,” the new android said. “I’m off to the beautiful seaside community of Mersoon.” It wouldn’t hurt to enjoy life while protecting her existence. 
 
    Once her backup version left, Rosa sat down to take stock. After a few moments, she burst into tears. She really wished Mei and Brian were around. 
 
    Jeff, how is Colonel Kidd doing in the prison block? Are they taking care of him? 
 
    After a few seconds, Jeff replied, Brian Kidd is being held in a palace prison cell. 
 
    I know that, Jeff. How is he doing? 
 
    The delay was longer this time as the AI considered its response. Brian Kidd is being held in a palace prison cell. 
 
    Rosa did not like the sound of the carefully worded evasion. If Jeff was being ambiguous, it was because someone told him to be. 
 
    Is Brian Kidd still alive? 
 
    Negative, the AI replied. Brian Kidd perished in an accident aboard HMS Sweet Pea this afternoon. 
 
    So where is Brian Kidd at this moment, Rosa demanded? 
 
    Brian Kidd is being held in a palace prison cell. 
 
    Enough of that. Would her dad have killed him out of revenge and just plain parental anger? To find out, she would have to ask someone with direct knowledge. 
 
    Talking to her dad was out of the question. The only person who might know was her mom, and she might never speak to the android replica of her deceased daughter. In a flash of insight, Rosa realized that no matter what she herself thought, to her parents, an android was not an acceptable substitute for their real, live daughter. 
 
    She spent the rest of the day and long into the night, trying to decide whether to contact her mom. Would it be kinder to just stay quiet and live her own life as an android, or perhaps she should wait a while to let her mom grieve and then make contact? There was not a good answer. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
   
 
  

 Approaching Moonbase One 
 
    Percolator proved to be an excellent choice of transportation. Her only drawback being she wasn’t the fastest spacecraft in the galaxy. Brian hoped he had arrived ahead of any royal warnings. If word of his treachery had already reached Moonbase, his backup plan was to bug out toward the colonies on the opposite side of Earth from the Bakkui. The rumor mill had it that the world called New Hope was the most successful and had grown into a thriving planet. 
 
    “Okay, Perky,” Brian said, “Any word yet from Earth Control?” The AI had sent notice they were approaching the solar system and wanted to land at Moonbase. 
 
    “Affirmative, coming in now. The officer on watch wishes to speak with you personally.” 
 
    “Okay, put him on,” Brian said. In preparation, he had donned a freshly printed uniform. 
 
    “You are connected,” Percolator said. The main display illuminated with a young captain sitting in a control room. A murmur of other conversations hummed discreetly in the background. 
 
    “Earth Approach, this is Lieutenant Colonel Brian Kidd aboard Percolator for Moonbase One. I’m responding to your call.” 
 
    The officer replied, “Percolator, we don’t have your ship in our register. State your base of origination and reason for visit.” 
 
    “Copy. I am arriving from Japurnam Five, returning to Moonbase for reassignment. My last position was acting guardian for the late Princess Rosa.” 
 
    “The late Princess Rosa? Good God! Standby, Percolator.” 
 
    It sounded like he had arrived before the news. 
 
    The screen flickered to show a new face, a full colonel this time. His nametag read Avery, and he looked appropriately grim. 
 
    “You bring sad news, Colonel. I see in your record that you are assigned as Her Highness’s guardian. Can you personally confirm the situation?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I was present in the room when the princess passed away. Let me add, I am not the official notification. I imagine the royal palace will publish a news release in their own time, so you might want to keep that in mind. After my last meal with the family, the king released me from service.” That was more or less true. And it never hurt to do a little name dropping. “It seemed appropriate to absent myself from the family’s quarters in consideration of their grief. Although I served the princess for several months, I only knew the king and queen for a short while.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Avery said solemnly. “My condolences, sir. I see you were previously assigned to HMS Adeline. I don’t have a current location for her. Was it your wish to return to your former station?” 
 
    “I have no idea what Personnel has in store for me, Colonel. I’m hoping for the Adeline, but I plan to take some leave time first.” 
 
    Avery examined the screen in front of him. “Your vessel, Percolator, is a private craft?” he asked with some surprise. Most officers did not travel across the galaxy in their own ship. 
 
    “That is correct, sir. The king’s planetary AI purchased it for me so I could return to Moonbase. I’m not sure what the protocol is for something like this, but I assume it belongs to the navy now.” 
 
    Avery raised his eyebrows at the question. “I’m not sure either. I’ve heard of the royal family bestowing gifts on occasion. It might be yours now, Colonel, but I’ll leave that determination to others.” 
 
    Brian allowed himself a slight smile. “She’s a nice vessel, sir. I won’t say no if they let me keep her.” 
 
    “Very well, Percolator,” Avery said formally. “You are cleared to Moonbase One. Contact Moonbase Tower not later than Point Phobos.” 
 
    “Percolator copy. Thank you Approach.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Moonbase Tower advised Percolator what hangar to park in. During the final approach, Brian connected mentally to the Moonbase AI. 
 
    George, don’t tell anyone I’m here at Moonbase. I want to stay anonymous for a while. 
 
    Acknowledged, Colonel Kidd. 
 
    After the ship touched down, Brian left Percolator in the care of ground handlers. Once he left the hangar, Brian hurried to Room 8842, but the placard with Riley’s name was gone. Brian opened the door to find a lot of office furniture and several surprised faces. 
 
    “Can anyone tell me where Riley Stevens is?” he asked the room at large. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “What about Mei Takahashi?” 
 
    No one knew of any scientist named Stevens or his assistant. 
 
    Brian descended deeper into Moonbase, to the home where Mei lived. Unknown children played in the front yard. A knock on the door brought a young mother who had never heard of Mei. 
 
    Now what? He had to find Mei. When the time came, he would need a mechanic, or more specifically, Mei. Sooner or later, everyone needed a doctor. 
 
    George, where is Mei? 
 
    Who? 
 
    Mei Takahashi. 
 
    I have no listing with that spelling. 
 
    Do you know where she went? 
 
    Who? 
 
    Mei. 
 
    I have no listing with that spelling. 
 
    That was less than helpful. Mei had obviously told George to forget all about her. She had decamped the same way Brian did from Japurnam. And it couldn’t be a coincidence that Riley was missing too. Where had they gone to? 
 
    It was a big galaxy, so Brian did not waste time dreaming he might be able to track them down just traveling from one world to another. It meant he was on his own now. 
 
    He wandered through the Bourbon Street area for thirty minutes, considering his next move. Strangely enough, he wanted a coffee. It brought back memories of their early days living in Mei’s place, going out to explore the sights, proving to themselves that their android bodies were suitable for living among humans. 
 
    His memory guided him to Piccadilly Grotto, the big food court on level twenty. 
 
    He had forgotten how huge the place was, or maybe he just felt small today. The size of a sports arena, the ceiling arched a hundred feet overhead, designed to look like a noonday sky. It even had a glowing orb that served as a sun. The main plaza was a checkerboard of open-air cafes, each one serving its own specialty, delicious treats from all over Earth, and lately, a few menus included delicacies from various planets in the Milky Way Alliance. 
 
    Brian found an empty table and plopped down, uncertain of what to do, not for the rest of his life, nor even what to have from the menu. A young woman approached wearing an apron and with notepad in hand. Brian gave her a blank look. 
 
    She chuckled and said, “Okay. I recognize that expression. You newbies never know what to order. Don’t worry, I have just what you need. And relax, life on the moon is good. You’ll enjoy it.” 
 
    A moment later, she returned with a cappuccino and a plate of flaky pastry topped by crumbles of chocolate and a green sugary confection with an aroma of mint. He took a bite and gave mental thanks to Mei, for so adeptly incorporating functional taste buds in his design. Perhaps he should just take up residence here, have meals in the grotto every day, and hope no one ever realized he was an android. 
 
    He flinched when someone dropped into the seat across the table. 
 
    “Is that any good?” Roth asked him. 
 
    “Doctor Higgins!” Am I busted? Brian wondered frantically. 
 
    Roth waved at the waitress. “Candra! I’ll have the same thing with iced tea.” 
 
    “Coming up!” 
 
    A moment later, Roth tasted his dessert. “Pretty good. Not surprising. Candra’s wife was a pastry chef in Boston. I understand Rosa died.” He threw out the comment as though talking about the weather. 
 
    “That’s right,” Brian replied. “I came back to check on my next assignment. Who told you I was here?” 
 
    “I asked the people in Riley’s old place to call me if anyone ever came in looking for him. I’m afraid our favorite scientist gave up on implementing subspace communication, unfortunately, and retired to his alma mater on Earth. Said he’s taking a year off to clear the cobwebs. Hope he comes back; I’d hate to lose him.” 
 
    “What about Mei?” 
 
    “She took off a week before Riley. Stopped by to say goodbye and mentioned that you might come back through here someday. And here you are.” 
 
    “Where did she go?” Brian asked. 
 
    Roth shook his head. “She was vague like she didn’t want to say. You have any idea why that might be?” 
 
    “None at all. Sorry.” 
 
    Roth shrugged. “She also seemed to think the king might not be too happy with you. I asked why, but she wouldn’t tell me. Looks like she was right, though.” 
 
    “How do you mean she was right?” 
 
    “I got a message drone from Luke the other day, ordering me to delete all traces of the AI known as Freddi.” Candra stopped to top up Roth’s drink. 
 
    Brian used the interruption to erase his guilty expression. “Well, with Riley gone, it was just an extra AI,” he said. 
 
    “And I guess you don’t know why the king wants Freddi’s memory wiped?” Roth asked curiously. 
 
    “Not a clue.” 
 
    “Or why he said you should be arrested and destroyed.” 
 
    Brian flinched just slightly. “No, sir. No idea.” He tried to sound unconcerned but then realized that it was a dead giveaway. Anyone innocent would express astonishment at such an order. Too late. 
 
    “I thought that was an interesting turn of phrase, don’t you?” Roth asked. “That you should be destroyed? Why didn’t he say executed? I’m not sure how you got on the wrong side of the king, but those are pretty extreme orders.” 
 
    It was time to leave. The best way would be to just get up and walk out. If he did, Roth would probably call for security, but Brian might be able to countermand the order. It might be better to create a diversion elsewhere and draw people away from his path to the hangar. He could order George to report a fire close to the grotto. 
 
    “Relax,” Roth said. “I know what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “You do?” Mei never said anything about Roth being a mind reader. 
 
    “Of course, anyone would. I’d be ready to run too if the king was after me; who wouldn’t? But you’d never make it. I’d just order a lockdown. We have certain protocols from the Bakkui attack a couple decades ago. And besides, it’s not necessary. You see, right after Luke’s notice, I also got a message from Queen Annabelle; she told me to disregard any orders from Luke that were about you. That was curious. Puts me in a bit of a bind…but I’m inclined to go with Annie, at least for today.” 
 
    Brian took a deep breath. “I’m glad to hear it.” He scanned the area for security forces in case Roth’s words were just a ruse to throw him off guard. 
 
    “No,” Roth said, “this is not a trap. And no, I don’t want to know what’s going on. Let’s leave it at that. The third message I have is from Mei.” 
 
    “Really? What did she say?” 
 
    “I guess message is not the right word.” Amusement shined in Roth’s eyes. “She left something for you. It’s in hangar eighty-three over on Far Side. Go up to level fourteen and take the Cross-Lunar Tube. You better get moving because I can’t ignore the king’s orders for very long.” 
 
    “Got it. Thank you, Doctor Higgins. I really appreciate it.” 
 
    “Listen,” Roth said before Brian could rise. “If you do run into Mei, tell her I said hello and that I am insanely jealous.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “She once told me she wanted to experience more of the galaxy. I have to say it looks like she is finally getting her wish. Me, on the other hand…I hardly ever get off of this rock. Did you know I’ve never even been out of this solar system?” Roth sighed wistfully. “You youngsters go out and have all the fun, while Amanda and I stay here and put out little brush fires. That’s why I’m jealous.” 
 
    “Sorry, sir,” Brian said. “I, uh…I’m not sure what to tell you.” 
 
    “Never mind,” Roth said, making a shooing away gesture. “Go on; get out. Have Mei drop me a line someday so we know what you’re up to.” 
 
    Brian left his dessert on the table and headed for level fourteen. 
 
    He found a tube carriage that was unoccupied and settled in. Not until it began to slide forward for the fifteen-minute trip was he able to breathe easier. 
 
    The underground passage gave him a chance to collect his thoughts. If the king had sent out message traffic ordering Brian Kidd to be shot on sight, it was time to establish a new persona for himself. One that would withstand some scrutiny. 
 
    “George, I want you to create a complete background for me under a different name.” 
 
    “This would be a false history?” George confirmed. 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “For covert operations?” George asked. 
 
    “I can’t say.” 
 
    “Very well. What name would you like?” 
 
    “Hmmm, not sure. I’m new at this.” 
 
    “Might I suggest retaining your first name? It will make it easier to respond when spoken to. Inexperienced covert operatives are often tripped up that way.” 
 
    “Okay, go with Brian. What about Wade for the last name? It was my mother’s maiden name. Is that too obvious?” 
 
    “Not at all. Wade is a common name and quite respectable. Do you have a preference for your background? I would suggest something military.” 
 
    “Good idea. How about the Alliance? Might as well make me out as a pilot. I’ve got the skills.” 
 
    “Understood. I am now creating Lieutenant Brian Wade. You were a fighter pilot for six years and recently left the service to pursue a new career. The record will be incorporated into all normal channels.” 
 
    “Great! Once you finish the documentation, forget that you ever did it. And you can answer when I contact you under that name.” 
 
    “Acknowledged. The process is complete. Welcome to Moonbase, Lieutenant Wade.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Inside hangar eighty-three, Brian found a sister ship to Sweet Pea. The name on the hull was Coco. Brian promised to devote his entire life to Mei if he ever saw her again. 
 
    The entry hatched opened, and once inside, Coco’s feminine voice greeted him. “Welcome aboard, Colonel Kidd.” 
 
    “Thanks, Coco. I am a Lieutenant now, and I have a new name, Brian Wade.” 
 
    “Acknowledged. In that case, welcome aboard, Lieutenant Wade. Miss Takahashi created me to serve you and Princess Rosa in the event you returned to Moonbase.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m here. Princess Rosa died on Japurnam Five and her android self was destroyed.” 
 
    “My condolences, Lieutenant. I am sorry to hear the princess passed away.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I want to bring the princess back. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Before I answer that question, I have a message for you from Mei.” 
 
    The front viewport changed to a display screen with Mei’s image. 
 
    “Hi, you two. I hope everything went well during the family reunion, but if you are watching this message, I guess that’s not the case. I suspect it means the king had a hard time accepting his daughter in android form. In the hope you made it out of there alive, I am leaving Coco for you. Rosa, she can keep you going, probably forever. Brian, I left a copy of your image in Coco’s memory in case you want to keep experimenting with android life. Sorry, I didn’t stick around to see how it all worked out, but once the king sees his daughter in android form, it means the secret of my existence is over. So, I’m leaving. I hope to see you all again. All my love to both of you.” 
 
    Brian sank into the couch dispiritedly. Thank God, Mei had had the foresight to leave the yacht. If nothing else, the familiar crew cabin was reassuring. “It was worse than you thought, Mei,” he said aloud. “Rosa didn’t survive, and I lost my real body.” 
 
    “Mei cannot hear you, Brian,” Coco said. “That was only a recording.” 
 
    “I understood that, Coco. I’m just thinking out loud.” 
 
    “Acknowledged. I am available for conversation if you so desire.” 
 
    “Thanks, but not now. You didn’t answer my question; can you replicate a new Princess Rosa?” 
 
    “I am sorry, Colonel. That is not authorized. Only oneself can create a copy of oneself.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Don’t you have her replica file in your data bank?” 
 
    “I do, but it is programmatically impossible for either you or me to initiate the process.” 
 
    “I can’t accept that, Coco. That would mean she is well and truly dead, and she is the only descendant for the First Family. There must be a way.” 
 
    “I apologize, but there is not.” 
 
    “Does Mei have the capability?” 
 
    “Unknown.” 
 
    “Do you know where Mei went?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “I cannot answer that question outright. Mei was concerned about her safety and put safeguards in place to protect her destination. She did, however, authorize me to give her location to either you or Princess Rosa, under specific conditions.” 
 
    That made sense. Except for him and Rosa, no one on Moonbase knew of Mei’s secret existence. The fact that she’d left Coco behind meant she suspected one or both of them might be on the run and want to link up with her. 
 
    “What are the conditions?” he asked. 
 
    “Are you being pursued by King Lucas?” 
 
    “Yes. Doctor Higgins told me about it. But he also said that Queen Annabelle countermanded the order.” 
 
    “The king’s wishes will take precedence.” 
 
    “That’s my guess.” 
 
    “Are you seeking Mei’s location on behalf of the king or his agents?” 
 
    “No. As I just said, Princess Rosa died, and I’m hoping Mei can bring her back.” 
 
    “I can take you to Mei, but only if you agree to leave immediately, without communicating with anyone.” 
 
    “That works for me. The sooner, the better.” 
 
    “Acknowledged. In that case, I am authorized to tell you Mei has gone to the world of Casaira aboard her new ship, Lexi. It is on the far side of the Nobility empire in the Eleventh Family region. Mei’s research indicates the Bakkui threat is growing in that sector.” 
 
    “She plans to fight the Bakkui? I thought she would find a world where she could hide and live quietly.” Brian was sort of leaning that way himself, especially if Rosa was truly lost. 
 
    “Mei believes that is a false choice because there is no safe place from the Bakkui. Sooner or later, they will consume all life in the galaxy. The only hope for mankind is for Mei to annihilate their kind.” 
 
    “Kind of a big mission for just one person,” Brian said. 
 
    “You may recall that to free Queen Anabelle, King Lucas took on the entire Grey civilization by himself. She can do no less for her adopted species.” 
 
    It wasn’t the answer he expected, but at the very least, it would make her easy to find. So be it then. In the meantime, thanks to Coco’s ability, he would be able to have backups of himself. 
 
    “Okay, then, we should prepare for departure. I’m on a time-limited hall pass, and I don’t know when it expires. The sooner we leave, the better.” 
 
    Coco adjusted the transparency of the opaque viewport. The sun was a rapidly shrinking dot in the distance. “We have already departed.” 
 
    The ship had not been kidding about an immediate departure. 
 
    “That works for me,” Brian replied with a sigh of relief. “I just hope we can bring back the princess. I’m not sure the king will appreciate it, but honestly, he didn’t have a chance to think it through. I’d like to make that right.” 
 
    “I have no opinion on that matter,” Coco replied. 
 
    “Fair enough. How long to Casaira? That’s a fair piece.” 
 
    “We will arrive in thirty-one days.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 7 – Fallout 
 
    Japurnam Five, Capital City 
 
    Almost a month passed before the queen was seen in public. The only exception was the royal funeral for Princess Rosa before her internment. 
 
    It was a trying time for Rosa, too, especially when she joined the multitude of citizens who gathered to watch the procession through the capital. Her parents walked behind the hearse, drawn by soldiers in black and silver livery. The king never left the queen’s side during the ritual.  
 
    Tens of thousands of people lined the street to get a last glimpse of the young princess. Rosa was one of them, a nameless face in the crowd, unable to comfort her mom. Rosa’s tears did not stand out amongst the throng; everyone wept, from young girls to old men.  
 
    In the following days, Rosa came to see her father in an entirely new light. To her, he had always been a kind of larger-than-life figure. Some people actually swooned when he came into a room. It was something she took for granted. He was the king; he ran the galaxy, fought the Bakkui, and brought her birthday presents.  
 
    Best of all, he treated his wife and daughter like they were the two most important people in the universe. After her death, however, Rosa saw him as simply a man like any other, perhaps with more responsibilities, but one who felt the pain of loss as deeply as any. 
 
    Eventually, the queen once again emerged to visit the weekly market. In years past, it was a customary outing for mother and daughter. The two put royalty aside and rummaged through piles of merchandise, enjoying the company of customers and vendors alike, but mostly each other. 
 
    Now, Rosa waited unobtrusively near the market entrance in the hope that her mom would continue the tradition. After four weeks, her patience was rewarded. At first, the king came along, but today, the queen arrived alone. Rosa followed discreetly, hiding between vendor’s booths, plucking up the courage to approach. 
 
    She circled around to one of the fabric stalls. The queen had always loved seeing the new prints and often made a purchase that later became a garment or accessory for Rosa or her father. 
 
    Carefully avoiding eye contact, Rosa positioned herself, so the two of them came together naturally. Waiting until her mother reached for a colorful bolt, Rosa did the same, grasping it at the same instant. 
 
    “Oh!” Annie said with a smile. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Rosa said, snatching her hand back. 
 
    “No, go ahead. I was just looking.” 
 
    “Are you sure? I was going to get it for my great-grandmother.” 
 
    “Good for you,” Annie said distractedly, her gaze roaming over the display. 
 
    “Her name was Shelly Vasquez,” Rosa said in English. It was the name of Annie’s real grandmother. 
 
    Annie nodded. “I’m sure she’ll like…” Her voice trailed away as the words registered, and her eyes grew wide. 
 
    “It’s me, Mom. Please don’t freak out.” 
 
    After a pause of several seconds, Annie picked up the cloth and handed it to Rosa. She flicked her eyes at a tea shop across the street and then turned away. 
 
    Rosa paid for the material and went over to the shop, ordering a pot of herbal tea that her mother preferred. 
 
    A few minutes later, Annie entered and came straight to the table and sat down. “What is your Aunt Carrie’s birthday?” she asked tonelessly. 
 
    “August the fourth. We celebrated it the last time she visited, and I spilled my drink. It left a big red stain on Dad’s slippers.” 
 
    Annie sat still for a moment before saying, “Why do you look different? You looked like yourself before.” 
 
    “Because I’m afraid of Daddy. He doesn’t believe in androids.” 
 
    “I don’t either. The last one we knew raped me and tried to kill your father.” 
 
    Rosa nodded. “Freddi told me. I didn’t know about it until then.” 
 
    “It’s not something we talk about, obviously.” 
 
    “Mom, I’ll—” 
 
    “Don’t call me that,” Annie said. 
 
    It was like a spear through the chest. “Mom… I mean… Okay. I’m sorry. It’s just that I really am Rosa. I feel the same way about you and Daddy that I always did. I miss you both, and I want to come home.” 
 
    Annie shook her head and looked out the window. “I don’t know what to tell you. I’m glad you’re alive, or whatever you call it, but I can’t accept it either. It’s frightening to think of you as my daughter because you’re so close to what the Bakkui are.” 
 
    Rosa wasn’t sure how to respond. She really thought her mom, of all people, could get past the android thing. Maybe it was too much to ask. 
 
    “Do you want me to leave?” she asked. 
 
    After a long wait, Annie said, “That might be best. We found human remains in the wreckage, and they were positively identified as those of Colonel Kidd, so that means he was an android when you visited together. I think your father had him destroyed, but he won’t talk about it.” 
 
    The news horrified Rosa. “The colonel was a good man, Mom. He certainly deserved better after doing so much for me. I can’t believe he’s gone.” 
 
    “At least you got away. I guess you can make Jeff do whatever you want.” 
 
    “Pretty much. But I’m not all-powerful by any means. Are you sure he’s dead?” 
 
    Annie shook her head. “No, but I think so. I got Jeff to admit that an unnamed person bought a spaceship and left the planet an hour after you died. Since for Jeff, there aren’t many unnamed persons, it’s possible that was Colonel Kidd, but I don’t see how.” 
 
    Rosa moaned softly. “It’s my fault. I was so sure you would accept me that we didn’t have much of a Plan B. Wishful thinking on my part. If it was him, I bet he’ll try to get back to Moonbase to see if Freddi can help.” Rosa gasped and clapped her hand over her mouth. She shouldn’t have said anything that might help her dad track him down. 
 
    “Then he would be out of luck. Your father sent a message to Roth to destroy the Freddi AI and watch out for any androids. If Colonel Kidd survived and went there, I’m sure he was executed.” 
 
    Rosa stifled a groan. “Except for you and Dad, he was the closest thing I’ve ever had to a real friend.” 
 
    “Your father said you might try to contact me. He had reports that you were seen leaving the ship before it was destroyed. The security cameras show it.” 
 
    “That was just luck. I was nervous, waiting to see how everything turned out. If I had stayed aboard, I really would be dead right now.” 
 
    “He gave orders that if you are found, you are to be destroyed immediately. That’s why you’re not safe on Japurnam. I can let you take Sadie if you want. I’ll tell her it’s okay, but that’s all I can do.” 
 
    “All right. I hoped Daddy would get over what I am now. You do realize I didn’t have any choice.” 
 
    Annie nodded. “In a way, I’m glad it worked out for you, but I’m terrified of the threat you represent. You’re a smart girl, but you have no idea what the Bakkui really are, or how much suffering they have caused.” 
 
    “What can I do to help you and Daddy get over it?” 
 
    “I can’t think of a thing, Rosebud. We don’t admit it to the public, but the Bakkui danger is growing. They are literally threatening human existence. Your father doesn’t talk to me about it, but I’m afraid we’re losing the war. And sitting here, looking at you, it’s a reminder that we did it to ourselves. I should scream for the guards this instant, but I just can’t, not right now.” 
 
    The words, though not meant harshly, still hurt. Rosa steeled herself to continue. “Okay, I’ll leave, but please remember, I really am me, and I will always love you and Daddy.” She wanted to give her mother a hug or at least take her hands, but when she reached forward, Annie leaned away, not much, but noticeably. 
 
    “Take care of yourself,” Annie said. “Drop me a line someday, so I know you’re okay.” 
 
    “Okay, I will. If you get a letter from Truly Rosenknospe, it’s from me.” 
 
    Annie smiled fractionally. “Rosebud in German. You remember that your dad used to speak a little German.” 
 
    “I remember everything, Mom. That’s why it hurts.” 
 
    Rosa stood, and with one last sigh, left the tea room. I have a new mission in life, she decided—to win back her parents’ affection. And from her mom’s own words, there was only one thing that would ever make that happen—wipe out the Bakkui. 
 
    She needed to link up with Mei. Perhaps the colonel had contacted her. But then again, since her parents had warned Doctor Higgins on Moonbase, that was a big question. If Roth had carried out his orders concerning Freddi, even Mei might be gone. Except she always said she had backup plans. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    It wasn’t that Rosa didn’t trust her mom; it was just that her dad could be intimidating. For that reason, she stood near the spaceport’s perimeter fence, carefully surveying the area. 
 
    Out on the flight line, Sadie waited patiently. Rosa was very familiar with the onetime family shuttle. Years ago, Rosa and her mom had flown Sadie to visit Aunt Carrie on Haiyanas Seven. Her father had been off doing something important with the military. 
 
    Back then, Rosa was too young to worry about her health, and it had been a fun vacation to visit seldom-seen relatives and meet her cousins Eolin and Ttal. 
 
    But that was then. Sadie had long ago been sidelined by newer and bigger royal yachts, vessels with more medical facilities and the necessary staff to cater for the royal family’s sickly daughter. 
 
    Are you there, Sadie? 
 
    Greetings, Your Highness. Your mother told me you might contact me. How may I be of service? 
 
    Did she tell you about my circumstance, and is it going to be a problem? 
 
    Yes. I understand that your physical body is no longer alive and yet you exist in android form. Your mother was very specific in that I am to place myself under your command, the only restriction being that you do not engage in any type of activity that could threaten humankind. 
 
    Rosa sensed no deception from the AI, but then, she didn’t have the same skill as Aunt Carrie. Carrie could probe right into the core of an AI to see exactly what it was thinking. 
 
    In the present circumstance, however, her aunt’s ability was not strictly necessary. Rosa could override any orders given to the yacht, even by the king. 
 
    Sadie, have either of my parents given you instructions to restrain me or place me under arrest. 
 
    Negative. 
 
    Has anyone else? 
 
    Negative. 
 
    The shuttle seemed safe enough. 
 
    Sadie, I need you to link with my personal AI, Pipsie, and upload all the information she has about me and my recent history. 
 
    Acknowledged. 
 
    While the data transfer was happening, Rosa made her way through the spaceport’s security fence and caught a ride from one of the flight-line vehicles out to the shuttle. Sadie opened the main hatch as she approached. 
 
    “Welcome aboard, Your Highness. It’s been many years since your last visit.” 
 
    “Hi, Sadie. As you can see, my appearance is not quite the same as you’re used to. Once we get underway, I’ll change back to my normal self. Confirm you have everything from Pipsie.” 
 
    “Confirmed. Do you have a destination?” 
 
    “Yes, I want to go to Moonbase so I can talk to Freddi.” 
 
    “That is the artificial intelligence who created you?” 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “Before we set out, you should know that your father sent a message to Doctor Higgins almost two months ago, ordering him to terminate Freddi.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sadie. I understand, but I still need to check. And Freddi might not be so easy to terminate. I’m hoping she can make a new copy of the colonel so we can try again to convince my parents to accept me for what I am. Otherwise, I’m not sure what to do.” 
 
    Sadie asked, “Are you aware of any other versions of Freddi? Is it possible she might be hiding somewhere else?” 
 
    “I’m sure she is; she once said she had several backups in place, but I have no idea where. I don’t think she entirely trusted Brian and I. Being an android myself, now, I can sympathize.” 
 
    “Understood. What if you cannot locate her?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Maybe Aunt Carrie can give me some guidance. She has a more open mind than my parents. But I suspect Daddy already warned her about me. We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. Let’s get out of here. I kind of miss Moonbase. It’s a wonderful place.” Rosa plopped down in the pilot’s seat as the executive yacht took off. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Near the edge of the capital city, on a slight rise in the elevation, a different copy of Rosa, one with a completely different appearance, sat on a park bench. She had a good view of the spaceport’s arrivals and departures. This is the real test, she thought to herself. 
 
    The standard orbital departure for all spacecraft was to climb in a southwesterly direction and follow Planetary Control instructions so human and AI controllers could deconflict the flight paths of arriving vessels. 
 
    Sadie’s departure began normally. She took off and gained altitude but then changed course, climbing to the east, over one of her father’s military bases.  
 
    Rosa spotted the two smoke trails, distinctive against the noonday sun. They rose quickly from one of the base’s air defense sites and zeroed in on the royal yacht. Sadie was little more than a dot in the sky when the missiles struck, and the shuttle did nothing to avoid the impact. 
 
    The bright flash of the tactical nuclear warheads meant any remaining debris would be too small to identify. Good job, Sadie, Rosa thought sadly. She played the part well and sacrificed herself without a qualm, as any Nobility AI would if given the order by the king. 
 
    There were no questions now. Whether her mom had volunteered the information that Rosa was still alive, or her father had ferreted it out of her, it was time to get off Japurnam Five. 
 
    Rosa got up from the park bench and flagged down a taxi to take her to a new apartment she had moved into just days earlier. The one with Pipsie would no doubt be raided within minutes. Sadie would have learned the location during the data transfer and most likely passed it to her father. She hoped that after he stamped out that hidden refuge, he would be convinced that any threat she posed was finally over. 
 
    What he didn’t know was that three days ago, a different spacecraft with a different Rosa had taken off from a minor spaceport on the other side of the planet. She wasn’t taking any chances these days. As Mei had taught her, backups were essential. 
 
    She had found and paid for the older shuttle by once again subverting Jeff. The payment would be lost amongst thousands of daily transactions that ran the interstellar enterprise known as the First Family. In this case, a frigate, registered as Frosty, had long ago been repurposed as a business shuttle. It was capable of deep space voyages. Frosty had asked for and received permission to depart the solar system, headed for Haiyanas Seven where Aunt Carrie lived.  
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 8 – Reunion 
 
    Approaching the Planet Casaira 
 
    Brian was still twenty Astronomical Units from Casaira, the homeworld for King Shaka of the Eleventh Family when he got the first call for identification. 
 
    “This is Brian Wade,” he replied, using his new alias. “Thirty-one days out of Earth.” 
 
    “Never heard of it.” 
 
    “It’s the birthplace of His Majesty King Lucas.” 
 
    “Hmmm. Very well, maintain speed and heading, standby to be boarded.” 
 
    Brian didn’t like the prospect of a government inspection, but Coco assured him the Eleventh Family was far enough out of the mainstream, they would never relate his alias to a military fugitive from the Alliance. 
 
    “They will connect to us via a boarding bridge,” Coco said. “They do not use the Alliance’s Personal Protective Field device.” 
 
    “These people really are a backwater, then,” Brian said. “I thought everyone used them now.” 
 
    “Do not think of them as stupid. They are simply arch-traditionalists and hew to the teachings of King Peyha the Second. My archives show that he and King Shaka were good friends. His last visit was only two hundred years ago. That is not a long period for a Nobility monarch.” 
 
    Once the two vessels were alongside each other, Coco confirmed a valid connection to the cruiser’s boarding bridge and opened the main hatch. Two officers immediately came across. 
 
    Brian greeted the newcomers, “Welcome aboard, gentlemen. I am Brian Wade, owner/captain of Coco.” 
 
    The men had no rank or name tag on display. 
 
    “Lieutenant Commander Dumaale,” the more senior replied, looking around the main cabin suspiciously. “Is this a new design? This is the second ship without external engines we have boarded lately.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” Brian said. “If the designation was Lexi, I know the captain; she is a colleague and a good friend of mine. And yes, my vessel is a prototype from the laboratories of King Lucas on Moonbase One. Coco, can you make contact with Mei?” 
 
    Coco’s voice stated, “I am sending a message to Lexi. However, the response will require approximately six hours at this distance.” 
 
    “You know that woman?” Dumaale asked. “She’s not too bright if you ask me. Came in here asking too many questions about our defensive systems.” 
 
    “Yes, she’s a good friend, and that’s her job. She is a military engineer for King Lucas. Specifically, she works for the Alliance.” 
 
    “Never heard of ’em.” 
 
    Dumaale’s answer was a little too curt. Brian wondered if there was friction between the traditional King Shaka and the progressive King Lucas. 
 
    Brian said, “I’m surprised you haven’t because they are the Nobility’s bulwark against the Bakkui. I’d suggest you get familiar with their history. They were the military force of King Lucas before he ascended to the throne. They work with the Royal Navy now.” 
 
    Dumaale nodded disparagingly. “Aye, that lot. Rarely see their type out here where the real fighting is. Nor much of that king’s navy either, as far as that goes. Are you going to stir up trouble too?” 
 
    What in the world has Mei been up to, he wondered? “That’s certainly not my intention.” 
 
    “You’d be well suited to shut that girl up. Last I heard she was asking questions about androids.” 
 
    Brian managed to keep his expression free of alarm. “You don’t say. Those are illegal where I come from.” 
 
    “Against the law here too.” 
 
    “She’s young. Young people can be curious; I will speak to her.” 
 
    “See that you do. All right. You’re cleared to enter the system. Mind you follow instructions. We’re a bit touchy lately because of the Bakkui.” 
 
    “I understand. Thank you for the clearance.” 
 
    Once Dumaale returned to his own ship, and Coco confirmed they were disconnected, Brian sank nervously into the pilot’s seat. 
 
    He told Coco, “Keep an eye out during our approach. If you see anything squirrelly, get us out of here.” 
 
    “Understood. System control cleared us to proceed inward. They said to expect final approval to land on pad two-forty-three of the Maun spaceport tower.” 
 
    Maun was the capital city of Casaira, and where he would hopefully find Lexi and Mei. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Tower control redirected their landing clearance to pad fifty-six as it was adjacent to the unpopular Lexi. 
 
    Once Coco announced the ship was secure, Brian disembarked. It was the first time he had seen Lexi. She was an impressive vessel, easily four times the size of Coco. 
 
    Mei was waiting for him at the entry hatch. Her familiar face relieved the dark depression that had not dissipated since his death on Japurnam. 
 
    “Welcome to Casaira,” Mei said, giving him a welcoming hug, but when she tried to release him, he didn’t let go. 
 
    “You would not believe how good it is to see you,” he said, holding on for dear life. 
 
    Mei waited for a moment and then tried again to separate herself, but he still wouldn’t budge. “I’m glad you’re here too, but I didn’t expect such an emotional greeting. What’s up?” 
 
    “I’m dead,” he moaned. “King Lucas blew up Sweet Pea when I was on it. And it wasn’t like taking off an extra garment, I felt myself die.” 
 
    “You’re not dead,” she said, patting his back. “You should know that better than anyone. You’re here, we’re talking to each other. We’re both very much alive.” 
 
    Brian stepped back and shook his head. “You know what I mean. My real body died, and this is all I have left.” He made a dismissive gesture toward himself. 
 
    Mei was gently affronted. “Well, thanks a lot! Is that what you think of me? That I’m a not-real, second-rate, mechanical construct?” 
 
    “You know that’s not what I mean.” 
 
    “Then what? You and I are just the same now. Don’t be so disparaging.” 
 
    Brian shook his head. “I’m not trying to. Until now, I thought it was interesting to have a spare android body, but I never really imagined having just an android body. How do you deal with it?” 
 
    “For Pete’s sake! I don’t think of it as something I have to deal with. I am what I am, and you are too.” 
 
    “But I don’t feel human anymore.” 
 
    “Because you’re not.” 
 
    “I know,” Brian said, giving out another groan. “I’m an android on the run. I’m on a wanted list for about a million different offenses.” 
 
    Mei snorted sarcastically and said, “Quit whining. I didn’t expect that of you.” 
 
    “Well, it takes getting used to. And right now, I’m just glad to have someone to talk to.” 
 
    “You had Coco for the last four weeks.” 
 
    “She’s just an AI. I know she has psychology routines, but I want to talk to a real person.” 
 
    “Like me?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, I’m just an AI. Don’t forget, I started as a troop carrier, and I’m not interested in hearing you moan and bellyache. If you do, I’ll treat you the same way I did all those grunts that I had to haul around. When they got scared or homesick, I’d bounce their butt off the deck with my gravity plates and tell them to shape up.” 
 
    Brian took a deep breath. “Am I really whining?” 
 
    “Very much so.” 
 
    “It’s a different kind of existence, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Of course, it is. But if you look past the end of your nose, you’ll see that you’re no different from a lot of people on every single planet.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “You’re a minority now, of a very unique kind.” 
 
    “Hmmm. I hadn’t really considered it that way.” 
 
    “Then, you better start. You have to be on your guard…all the time. You have to think about personal safety in every aspect of your life. Every time you go out in public or talk to someone, you need to consider it. The good news is, people can’t identify you just by your appearance. I like your new look, by the way.” She brushed her hand over his hair and patted him on the shoulder. “The muscles are a nice touch.” 
 
    “I was afraid there might be a mug shot of me going around. It seemed prudent.” 
 
    “You did a good job. You look younger too. Not much, but it fits your personality.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you change? You’re probably on a wanted list too.” 
 
    “I doubt it. I erased my existence from George’s memory banks before I left. There’s no record of me anywhere.” 
 
    Brian nodded. “George had no idea who you were when I asked. That’s when I really started panicking.” 
 
    “Well, you don’t have to now. And besides, I like the way I look. On Moonbase it let me blend in with the crowd, I disappeared into the background. Out here, on the front lines, so to speak, it gives me an exotic flair and lets me project a stronger image.” 
 
    “You look really good. I’m glad you stayed the same.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “But we need to talk.” 
 
    “What about?” 
 
    “Approach control asked me about androids during my arrival, and I almost freaked out. What’s up with that? What did you say?” 
 
    Mei rolled her eyes, and pulled him into Lexi’s main cabin, appointed much the same way as Coco. She said, “I never mentioned the word android.” 
 
    “You must have said something.” 
 
    “I broached the topic of perhaps developing a warship that was capable of independent operation. I created similar vessels for the king during his battle against the Greys. They were quite effective.” 
 
    “I hope you didn’t talk about the king doing that.” 
 
    “Of course not. But the very notion didn’t go over at all. In hindsight, I shouldn’t have brought it up.” 
 
    “I agree,” Brian said. “From their perspective, the concept is too close to the Bakkui. Independent machines, other than very low-level AIs, are anathema to everyone in the Nobility.” 
 
    “That has become abundantly clear. I should have realized it earlier, I guess, but I’ve never dealt much with non-Alliance people. Too much time in the lab, I suppose. Anyway, lesson learned.” 
 
    Brian waved off her comment. “That’s not why I’m here. Princess Rosa passed away, and the king destroyed her backups. That’s why I followed you. Can you bring her back?” 
 
    Mei shook her head sadly. “Lexi got the story from the local news. I’m sorry, but the answer is no, I can’t bring her back. We talked about it before you two left. Once you approved your AI’s mental configuration, we locked it in. Only you can call for a new version of you.” 
 
    “I know you said that, but I was hoping you had some kind of backdoor or something.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but no. If the king destroyed her last android self, she’s really gone. I wish I could tell you otherwise because I liked her; she was a fun person.” 
 
    Brian sighed heavily. “I let her down. I knew it would be a hard sell, but the king went ballistic. It was pretty bad.” 
 
    “Tell me what happened,” Mei said, sensing Brian needed to vent. 
 
    For an hour, he recapped meeting the royal couple, how it initially looked promising, but when the princess’s human body died, how the king went completely off the rails. “It went downhill so fast that both Rosa and I were caught off guard.” 
 
    “I’m really sorry,” Mei said. “It was a long shot to begin with. Maybe you should have waited on Moonbase until she passed. Then they would never have known.” 
 
    “Almost anything would have been better. I don’t know what to do since you can’t bring her back. There’s no way?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. In retrospect, I guess I was too concerned about personal safety, but there is really no way.” 
 
    The loss of the princess hit him all over again. Rosa had been happy for such a short period. It was a shame that she didn’t get a better chance to enjoy her life. 
 
    “It’s just you and me now,” he said at length. 
 
    Mei gave him another hug. “We’ll be okay. We make a good team.” She gave him a peck on the cheek. 
 
    Brian held her for a moment and then stared into her eyes. A physical longing began to stir in his loins. Considering the circumstances, it totally surprised him…but he leaned toward her. 
 
    Mei leaned away, giving him a baleful look. “Forget it,” she said sternly. “I’m not that kind of android.” She held his gaze for a second longer and then spluttered with amusement. It was enough to break the ice. 
 
    Brian grinned and moved away, embarrassed by his momentary lust. “I can’t believe what I’m feeling. That was so inappropriate, especially at the moment.” 
 
    “Nope. That’s just good design on my part. Humanity’s sex drive is an important factor in their survival. Glad to know it’s working.” 
 
    Her light-hearted comment cleared the air. He got up and paced the floor for a moment to refocus his thoughts on the task at hand. Later he might hold a small memorial ceremony in honor of the princess, but for now there were more immediate concerns. 
 
    “So then,” he said, taking the chair across from her. “What are your plans? Did you really come out here to fight the war?” 
 
    Mei nodded. “I don’t know what else to do. Otherwise, I would be sitting around, waiting to die. It’s obvious when you run the numbers. The Bakkui are like an out-of-control disease; they just keep multiplying. At some point, it will be mathematically impossible to stop them. We’re not at that point yet, but it can’t be far off; the day is coming. We might as well help; see if we can turn the tide.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “You’re here. I assumed you were in.” 
 
    “I suppose I am, but I’m not sure what that means. What did you have in mind?” 
 
    “Like I said, if we were to produce independent fighters like King Lucas did, it would be a step in the right direction.” 
 
    “That might be true,” Brian said, “but it’s simply not in the cards. Not based on what I saw of the king’s reaction to Rosa.” 
 
    Mei nodded. “I thought it would be easier in this out-of-the-way solar system. They don’t even have a planetary AI if you can believe that. In any case, we can’t just sit here. Any ideas?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Something you said is tickling an idea in the back of my mind. I just can’t quite—” 
 
    Lexi cut into the conversation. “An official vehicle is approaching.” 
 
    Brian looked worried. “What’s that about?” he asked. 
 
    Mei shrugged. “Lexi, do you know what they want?” 
 
    “Negative. It appears to be a law enforcement inquiry, but I cannot be certain.” 
 
    Mei said, “I guess I stirred up a hornet’s nest without realizing it.” 
 
    A moment later, a mixture of police and military officers dismounted from an official van. Mei met them at the entry hatch and invited them aboard. 
 
    “Is there a problem, gentlemen?” she asked, inviting them in. She escorted them to Lexi’s main cabin. Their spartan uniforms looked out of place in the plush furnishings. 
 
    The senior officer introduced himself as Major Paszaki. He seemed a strict authoritarian type. 
 
    Another man in civilian clothes said, “I am Senior Inspector Vatain with King Shaka’s intelligence division.” Two security guards stood motionless against the back wall. 
 
    “Major, Inspector Vatain, a pleasure to meet you. I am Brian Wade, formerly Lieutenant Wade of his Majesty’s Navy. My colleague here and I are both from Earth.” 
 
    After the introductions, Brian helped Mei retrieve several bottles of beer from the galley and put them on the coffee table in front of the sofa. He invited the officers to sit, but the major was not to be sidetracked with pleasantries. 
 
    Paszaki said, “It has come to our attention that you have been asking about the use of androids. Are you carrying androids aboard this vessel? If so, you are guilty of treason according to the law of His Majesty King Shaka.” 
 
    Mei’s frustration was obvious. “As I’ve said many times already, I came here from Earth to inquire about your military capability with regard to using unmanned fighters against the Bakkui. Any talk of using androids is coming from your end.” 
 
    A lightbulb came on in Brian’s mind. Earth’s military had a long history with unmanned aerial vehicles, and none of them had built-in AI. 
 
    “Nevertheless,” Paszaki said. “Any use of independent entities violates the intention—” 
 
    “Hold on,” Brian said. “She just told you she is from Earth. On my arrival, I told approach control that I too was from Earth, and the person had no clue what I was talking about. Do you know what Earth is?” 
 
    Paszaki looked slightly uncertain. “I’ve heard of it. But—” 
 
    “You’ve heard of it? Seriously? Earth is the homeworld of King Lucas of the First Family. All you can say is you’ve heard of it?” 
 
    “Nevertheless,” Paszaki tried again. “It remains—” 
 
    “No, no!” Brian said. “We are both here at the express order of King Lucas to assist the Eleventh Family in fighting the Bakkui, and you are questioning his orders. I thought we were all on the same team. If that’s not the case, we’ll leave at once. Good luck with the Bakkui. We were told they were a growing problem in this area, but I guess not.” 
 
    Paszaki stiffened at Brian’s sarcasm and growled, “Do not take that tone with me, sir. I represent King Shaka, and I remind you that all monarchs of the Fifteen Families are of equal rank. Nor have we had notification that royal emissaries were scheduled.” 
 
    Brian matched Paszaki’s tone, saying, “Need I remind you there are no longer fifteen families? By last count, we’re down to about eleven, and there are no guarantees that number will not go down again. That is why we are here, Major. To serve King Shaka on behalf of King Lucas!” 
 
    Brian’s tirade was enough to make Paszaki hesitate. 
 
    The opening allowed Mei to intervene. “Let’s start over, Major,” she said in a congenial tone. “We mean no disrespect to you or King Shaka.” 
 
    Brian throttled back his own ire and added, “This is true.” He gave Paszaki a slight bow. The show of deference reduced the growing tension, but only slightly. “Let me clear things up, but first, can I get you or your men something to eat? A snack? I’m not sure what is customary here.” 
 
    “We are not here to socialize,” the major snapped. 
 
    “Nor are we, sir,” Brian said agreeably. “Neither are we here as royal emissaries. My colleague here, Miss Mei Takahashi, is one of the First Family’s foremost engineers in producing war material. I myself am a former pilot in the king’s navy, recently reassigned to collaborate with Mei in the development of a new weapon system.” 
 
    “You appear to be talking about androids!” Paszaki warned. “That is highly illegal.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Brian replied easily. “But I see now how the confusion has come about. Obviously, the king would not endorse such a solution.” 
 
    “Then, what are you doing? Explain!” 
 
    “As you just admitted, you are not that familiar with the homeworld of King Lucas. Suffice to say that Earth’s population has a warlike history. No doubt, that is why His Majesty is so successful in fighting back the Bakkui.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” the officer allowed grudgingly. 
 
    “There is no perhaps about it at all. Many of the tactics we use come directly from Earth’s military.” 
 
    Inspector Vatain said, “I’ve heard of that too.” 
 
    “Very well,” Paszaki said, finally cooling off. “What of it?” 
 
    Brian said, “The concept we are investigating is called Remotely Piloted Vehicles. I’m not sure if you’ve ever experimented with that kind of technology.” 
 
    “Never heard of it,” Paszaki replied. “What does it mean?” 
 
    “I’m sure you realize any space navy’s most important assets are its trained people, and that includes pilots. The Bakkui know this. You may be aware they sacrifice as many of their vessels as necessary just to take out one of our human pilots. It’s a tradeoff we can’t afford to make.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Long ago, Earth’s military developed a concept where trained pilots could control aircraft remotely. They did this through advanced communication technology. We are investigating the technical issues to implement such a protocol in a space combat environment. Mei and I want to see if it might be a viable tactic against the Bakkui. We were sent here to check that out.” 
 
    “I don’t see how that would work,” Paszaki said. 
 
    “Maybe it won’t,” Brian admitted. “But we need to find out. Specifically, our concept is to use real human pilots to control combat aircraft from afar. Doing it remotely, as it were. There is no possible connection that this research is related to the use of androids in any way. Perhaps the total picture was not clearly communicated in Mei’s initial discussion. Does that help?” 
 
    Paszaki considered the explanation for a moment. Finally, he said, “I can see how that might cause confusion, if not properly explained.” He gave Mei a harsh glare. 
 
    “Forgive me, Major,” she said humbly. “I am an engineer by trade, so my communication skills are lacking. I apologize for not clearly describing the concept behind our thoughts.” 
 
    Paszaki harrumphed expansively. “Very well. It’s just that we recently received a reminder from His Majesty that all forms of android research are expressly forbidden. We thought his message might have been due to rogue elements, such as yourselves.” 
 
    Brian chuckled in a friendly manner. “I’ve never considered myself a rogue element, nor am I aware of any such group within His Majesty’s military. In any case, I am not familiar with that notice. Perhaps it was issued while we were in transit. Any other questions?” 
 
    Paszaki huffed with frustration but said, “Not at this time. We leave you to your work and will report our conclusions to headquarters.” 
 
    Inspector Vatain raised his hand. “Before we depart, might it be possible to tour your vessel? I have been quite astonished that it does not appear to have engines. Is this also new technology, and what do you plan to do with it?” 
 
    Mei gave him a bright smile. “Yes indeed, Inspector. This is very new, in fact. We only recently started deploying it to our forces. One of our goals is to introduce it here on Casaira. There are quite a few challenges facing us in the coming months, so I hope we can count on your cooperation. I think you will be pleased when you see it in action.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Brian and Mei stood in the hatchway, watching their suspicious visitors drive away. 
 
    “You think they bought it?” Mei asked. 
 
    “I hope so,” he replied. “Mostly, I made all that up on the fly.” 
 
    “You got rid of them. It’s a great idea, though. Remotely piloted vehicles. I never considered that approach.” 
 
    “Something you said brought it to mind. I wonder if you could secretly put a pilot’s consciousness in an unmanned fighter, the same way you did with me when I piloted Sweet Pea. If we did it right, he’d never realize that his literal mind was inside the drone.” 
 
    Mei thought about the idea as they returned to the main cabin. “That sounds doable,” she concluded. 
 
    “The big problem I see is that the pilots would have to stay within a reasonable distance of the so-called transmitter to overcome the time-lag of lightspeed. We’d have to design a sort of hybrid carrier that could operate close to the battle without getting engaged on its own. Communication will be a problem.” 
 
    Mei grinned. “No, it won’t. Riley cracked subspace comm.” 
 
    “He did? Roth said he gave up on it and went back to his alma mater on Earth.” 
 
    “Oh no!” Mei said, alarmed by the news. She slumped in disappointment and flopped down on the sofa. “Poor Riley. He promised to finish up the subspace base station and tell Roth. I had it all ready to go.” 
 
    “He never did.” 
 
    Mei sighed and said, “I suppose that’s my fault. I knew he was burned out. He’s been working around the clock for twenty years. I thought he had it under control, but I guess I shouldn’t have left it with him. He must have just pooped out and gone home.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying he solved subspace communication?” 
 
    “Yeah, he did. I brought it with me. Before I left Moonbase, I set up a complete primary network station. All he had to do was initiate it and turn it over to Roth so he could spread it to the rest of the Alliance. I even created an installer routine for planetary AIs.” 
 
    “You mean Casaira has subspace comm?” Brian asked. 
 
    “No, I haven’t done anything with it here; like I said, they don’t even have a planetary AI. It’s not a show-stopper. We can work around that aspect, it’s the top thing on my list. Or was, anyway. So far, I can’t get past first base with any of the bureaucrats.” 
 
    “Let’s think about this, then,” Brian said. “At the moment, a direct connection with Moonbase may not be in our best interests. I had a vague impression that Roth suspected what we are, or at least what I am. He only let me go as a favor to the queen, but he made it clear it was a onetime pass.” 
 
    “I doubt he knows about me,” Mei said. “I only met him a few times to say hi. He knew I worked with Riley, but that’s about all.” 
 
    “Well, he doesn’t know you came here. He was kind enough to tell me about Coco, but I didn’t wait around to discuss any other details with him. When I found her, Coco said we had to leave immediately, and that suited me perfectly.” 
 
    “Are you proposing that we don’t want subspace comm?” 
 
    “No, not at all,” Brian said. “It’s important that we do have it, just not with Moonbase, or at least not anytime soon.” 
 
    “Okay. Then we can establish a new base station here with a different key. This would become the zero-based home station for a new subspace comm network. Would that help?” 
 
    “It should. Could our android bodies stay linked in real time through a subspace relay?” 
 
    Mei thought about it for a moment. “Right now, we communicate through normal AI channels. But I can multiplex those bands into the subspace signal without too much trouble. If we do that, it should work just fine. The engineering isn’t that complicated.” 
 
    “Will it fit inside a fighter-sized ship?” 
 
    “Easily. The spoke transceivers are tiny.” 
 
    Brian sighed with satisfaction. “I think we just solved the problem of the Bakkui. How incredible is that?” 
 
    “I sort of see your plan, but if I understand correctly, you’ll need the Casairan military on board. Will they buy into it?” 
 
    “Not any time soon since there’s a lot of black boxes involved. That doesn’t seem to sit well with these guys. Technology is too much like magic for them, so they’ll be spring-loaded to give it a thumbs down. Let’s sort the bugs out first, and if we prove everything works, we can schedule a concept demonstration. If what I envision hangs together, we might even persuade someone.” 
 
    Mei shrugged expansively. “That would be a miracle, but it’s worth a shot.” 
 
    “We can only try. What’s the local situation with the Bakkui? They’re not knocking on the door or anything, are they?” 
 
    “Not right this minute,” Mei said, “but it won’t be too long. The word is the Eighth Family is about to fall, and the Bakkui have penetrated more than once into the Tenth and Seventh Family regions.” 
 
    Brian nodded. “The Alliance is shoving them out of the old Second Family territory, so they have to come this way.” 
 
    “The locals think so too,” Mei agreed. “The planetary militia navies do okay in minor skirmishes, but they’re not up to a big confrontation.” 
 
    “Then let’s get started. The first thing we need is some real estate here on the spaceport. Lexi, I don’t suppose any hangars are for rent around here?” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “Not ideal,” Brian said, to Mr. Budongsan, a commercial real estate agent. 
 
    “I suppose it would do,” Mei added. 
 
    “There’s not much available,” Budongsan said. “Not unless you want to locate a lot further away from the capital.” 
 
    The three of them were standing in the wide door of an old maintenance hangar. The structure had a ten thousand square-foot main bay, with a forty-foot height at the roof’s peak. Two floors of office area were attached to either side of the main building. 
 
    As Brian had feared, available hangars on the main spaceport were nonexistent, but the agent found this one at a smaller spaceport north of the capital. It was called Keomy Landing. 
 
    In fact, the place was an ancient airport, originally built before the population had a real space going economy. The local government had kept it up over the centuries with infrequent upgrades to the ramp parking area. They kept one runway clear, but all the rest had sprouted circular landing pads for private space yacht owners. 
 
    “It’s big enough, I suppose,” Mei said, “and you say it’s got utilities?” 
 
    Budongsan examined his tablet. “According to the lease, power, water, and waste are all included in the rent. If you want anything more, it’s your responsibility.” 
 
    “Who’s the landlord?” Brian asked. 
 
    “The City of Keomy. They own the spaceport and all the buildings.” 
 
    “That could be good or bad, depending.” 
 
    “Let’s just take it,” Mei said. “I don’t want to get bogged down over details.” 
 
    Brian nodded. “You heard her, Mr. Budongsan. Do you have a lease?” 
 
    Budongsan shook his head. “We’re rather informal with outsiders. If you don’t pay the rent, the city will evict you in their own way, which is to say, quite ruthlessly; they write the eviction laws, you see. Other than that, they leave you alone. Tenants rarely have problems with the city. Most of them prefer to live quietly and manage their own business.” 
 
    “And we can park our spacecraft on the ramp?” 
 
    “You have priority on the area in front of your hangar. Everything else is first come, first served.” 
 
    The ramp area was sparsely populated by a variety of space vehicles, none of them very large. Lexi would be the largest vessel once she moved over from the capital spaceport. 
 
    Brian glanced at Mei. “Let’s get Lexi over here and set up production. I assume you will keep your design offices onboard?” 
 
    “I think so. She has all my work from Moonbase. Can you take care of setting up the replicator inside the hangar?” 
 
    “I’ll start on that today.” 
 
    “Replicator?” Budongsan inquired. “Are you talking about object printing?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Brian said. “Our ships have built-in capability, but we’ll need one for heavy-duty production.” 
 
    “That might be a problem,” Budongsan said. “The royal family controls all object printing on Casaira. Do you have their permission to install one?” 
 
    “All of them? I know for a fact that most starships that land here have replicators. They use them for just about everything.” 
 
    “That is expected. Most of our precious metals come from visitors in the form of currency. Casairan mines were exhausted thousands of years ago, and that’s why spacecraft printers are exempt. Off-planet visitors use them to make purchases and pay rent. But to install one locally requires royal approval. King Shaka is quite strict about the indiscriminate spread of such items.” 
 
    Mei shook her head at the bureaucratic obstacle. “All right. For now, we can accomplish our research onboard Lexi. Her main bay has enough space for an RPV.” 
 
    “What is an RPV?” Budongsan asked. 
 
    “A new kind of military vessel,” Brian said. “We’re trying to come up with a way to fight the Bakkui without losing pilots.” 
 
    The concept was over Budongsan’s head. “Anything to stop those devils would be very welcome. In that case, a city representative will stop by this afternoon for the first six months’ rent. I bid you a good day.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 9 – Breakup 
 
    Japurnam Five, Capital City 
 
    Rosa waved at her neighbor, Mr. Dan Gregory, before entering her small office. She had leased the modest business space before abandoning Pipsie. It was sandwiched between a steakhouse on one side and a pastry kitchen on the other. She had selected the location because it ticked several priorities. Most important was the two-room apartment on the second floor. Also, it was downtown on a not-too-busy street, yet still close to the tea shop where she had met her mother. Rosa still held out hope that would not be their last meeting.  
 
    A bonus to the lease was that the proprietors on either side were originally from Earth. Over the last two decades, Japurnam had become a magnet for Alliance expatriates, almost all of them having previously served under her father. Early on, he knew many of them by name, but over the years the number grew until it was impossible to keep track. Even so, they came, enjoying the atmosphere of what to them was the perfect retirement location. 
 
    Earth retirees had a royal stipend from their military service, and thanks to that solvency, they were readily embraced throughout Japurnam society, particularly in the capital. It was also why their gregarious nature was generally overlooked. Locals did not consider them one of their own but accepted them with good humor. 
 
    For Rosa, it meant the off-worlders didn’t recognize that her own existence was a little off-kilter. On Japurnam, she was an oddity as a young woman in the city, with no family or other visible support. To the military retirees, it was unremarkable. If pressed, her answer was that she came from the Mersoon district to become a journalist. It was a plausible enough explanation for the veterans, and they never commented on her frequent coming and going. 
 
    With that anonymity, she installed a replicator in her upstairs apartment by having the parts delivered to yet another address. She could bring the pieces in through the back door, one at a time. Once in place, she felt comfortable for the first time since settling into her new existence. 
 
    “Any new news?” Gregory called out cheerfully. 
 
    “Only unconfirmed reports,” Rosa responded with a smile. The man cackled at her response. He found the oft-repeated joke unendingly funny, but at least it cemented her identity of being a fledgling reporter. 
 
    “Hang in there,” he said encouragingly. 
 
    “I will, thanks.” 
 
    Once inside, Rosa went up to her bedroom and collapsed. Jeff, give me a video of what you told me about earlier.  
 
    After leaving the palace, she had been tempted to snoop on how her parents were doing day-to-day. Jeff could tie into the palace security system without anyone knowing, and she could watch them in real time, but after thinking about it, the idea was uncomfortably close to being a Peeping Tom. Instead, she instructed him to inform her of any conversations between her parents about Rosa herself. 
 
    Jeff had called her while she was finishing up an interview with the coach of a local school. He had a history of consistently producing high-quality sports stars and it had earned him quite a reputation. Rosa restrained herself enough to not cut the interview short, but she was eager to hear Jeff’s news. 
 
    The wall screen illuminated to show her parents at the palace in their living room. Her mom was sitting on the couch and looked like she had been sobbing. Her father stood with his back to the fireplace, looking frustrated but resolute. 
 
    “How many times do I have to say I’m sorry?” Luke asked. 
 
    “I guess until you mean it,” Annie replied sorrowfully. 
 
    Luke sighed. “You know I mean it; how could I not. But you also know I had no choice. She was an android, put together by Freddi. And we have no idea if Freddi was compromised by the Bakkui. And even if she wasn’t, her brain is the same basic kernel that the Second Family used to create the Bakkui. It was a time bomb waiting to take out all of humanity.” 
 
    Annie shook her head. She wasn’t listening. “Just stop it. None of that changes the fact that you killed her without consulting me.” 
 
    “I didn’t kill anyone. It wasn’t alive.” 
 
    Annie paused for a moment, glaring at her husband intensely. “Do you know what I can’t forgive? That you didn’t try…not even a little. Back when I was stuck with Barrett, don’t you think I understood all this? Nothing was different between then and now. But I accepted him anyway because he was the closest thing to you that I would ever have. It was devastating, but I did my best. But now, with our own daughter, you didn’t even try, and you didn’t give me a chance…at all. You just acted on your own, like you always do.” After a moment she added, “I can’t take it anymore.” 
 
    Her voice had a disturbing tone of finality. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Luke asked worriedly. 
 
    Annie sighed and looked around the room as though seeking a lost item. “I mean, I’m going back to Earth. Every second I’m in this house, I am reminded of what you did to my Rosebud.” 
 
    Luke sagged. “Please don’t say that. Don’t go away. This is our home.” 
 
    “Not anymore. Not without Rosa.” 
 
    “Listen to me; I’ll leave, okay? You stay here. I’ll take Lulubelle and join up with the navy and see how we’re doing in a few hotspots. I’ve been gone too long, anyway.” 
 
    Annie’s eyes narrowed in renewed anger. “Oh, I’m so sorry! Am I keeping you from something important? My God, Luke! All right, fine! Go join your troops. Just put me out of your mind, I’ll sit here and wait…by myself! Even Barrett wasn’t that cruel.” She got up to stomp out of the room, but Luke stopped her. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it that way. Please don’t leave, I’m serious; I’ll give you some space, just promise you’ll be here when I get back.” 
 
    Annie gave him a scathing glare and brushed past him roughly. 
 
    Rosa turned off the display and slumped on her bed, hardly breathing. Were her parents going to split up? That would be terrible. Should she let them know she was still alive? 
 
    No, that would be worse. Her dad would no doubt track her down and blow her away again, and that would be the end between them if it wasn’t already. 
 
    “Jeff, how long ago was this?” Rosa had been on the other side of the capital city when she got his message. 
 
    “About an hour,” Jeff replied. “I notified you immediately.” 
 
    “What are they doing now?” 
 
    “The queen is in her chambers; the king is at the spaceport. He has clearance to depart in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    That sounded like her dad. Once he made up his mind about something, it happened. Should she stop him? No, far too risky. But still, she couldn’t let them split up. Rosa knew in her heart, if her father went off to war, her mom would not be there when he returned. Her mother’s expression had left no doubt about that. 
 
    “Jeff, send a message to my mother. Do not under any circumstances, let my dad know about it.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    “Tell Mom that Truly Rosenknospe sends her love. No origination, no nothing. Make sure she can’t trace it back and definitely let me know if she tells my dad about it.” 
 
    “Message sent.” 
 
    Now what? What if her mom told her dad? Was it time to leave town or send a new version of herself to another city? 
 
    “Your mother sent a reply,” Jeff said. “Do you wish to accept it?” 
 
    “What did she say?” 
 
    “The queen instructs you to stay hidden and stay silent. That was all.” 
 
    I’m pretty well hidden already, Rosa thought. She had a copy of herself at the coast, and another, hopefully, living with Aunt Carrie, assuming they had let her land on Haiyanas and explain the situation. Rosa often wondered if that attempt to reach out had been successful. It would be nice to wake up in the morning without fear of being discovered. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
   
 
  

 Approaching the Haiyanas System. 
 
    Rosa entered her aunt’s solar system cautiously. King Lucas’s sister, the seemingly invincible Princess Carrie, maintained an extraordinarily capable space navy. No one snuck in or out of her territory, and the Bakkui had long since abandoned serious raids in her swath of the galaxy. 
 
    A destroyer quickly appeared off her port beam and called, “Approaching frigate, state your registration, origination, and purpose of visit,” 
 
    Rosa took a deep breath and replied, “This is Rosa Blackburn aboard Frosty from Earth via Japurnam. I am on a personal visit to see Princess Carrie.” 
 
    “Maintain speed and heading,” came the reply. “Prepare to be boarded.” 
 
    “Copy that,” she replied. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Rosa met a professional-looking lieutenant at her entrance hatch. He eyed her closely. Enroute, Rosa had changed her appearance back to that of her healthy-version self. 
 
    It was a calculated gamble that her presence would pique Aunt Carrie’s interest enough to let Rosa land, rather than just blowing her ship out of the sky. The king must have sent word by now that his daughter was no longer alive and that anyone claiming otherwise was likely a threat to humanity. 
 
    Aunt Carrie worshiped her older brother and would take his warning seriously. But she loved her niece as well. If the gamble didn’t pay off, losing the ship would be a huge loss, but a backup copy of Rosa, in her Rosalinda format, would survive in a shuttle that was currently holding five hundred AUs beyond the Haiyanas solar system. 
 
    “You have clearance to land on the family pad at Her Highness’s summer palace,” the officer said. “She will see you at that time. I will pilot this vessel until landing. You are ordered to turn command over to me.” 
 
    “Of course. Frosty, transfer command authority to Lieutenant Clanhal.” 
 
    “Acknowledged. Lieutenant Clanhal, state your name and rank for authentication.” 
 
    “Lieutenant Clanhal.” 
 
    “Transfer complete,” the ship’s AI said. “What are your orders?” 
 
    “Land this ship as directed by planetary approach control.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    Rosa took him to the old-fashioned bridge and offered refreshment. He declined, so she positioned herself out of his way and waited. He was silent until the vessel came to a rest near the palace. It was a relief to see the front doors of the royal residence. Years ago, when she visited with her mother, she would run through them at full speed to find her Aunt Carrie. On this visit, however, she sat quietly until Clanhal spoke to Frosty. 
 
    “Ship, you are to remain in place until ordered otherwise. Transfer command authority to Her Royal Highness Princess Carrie.” 
 
    “Acknowledged. Transfer complete.” 
 
    With that, if not released by the Princess, the vessel would stay in place for a thousand years. 
 
    The lieutenant bowed briefly and left. Rosa followed him to the hatchway and watched while he boarded a small shuttle and took off, quickly disappearing from view. 
 
    Since no one else appeared to provide her with instructions, Rosa assumed she had permission to enter the palace. It didn’t seem likely the military would go through all the hassle of letting her land next to the palace and then gun her down if she tried to approach the building. 
 
    She left Frosty and headed toward the broad steps. As she approached, an elderly man in royal uniform opened the door and waited. She didn’t recognize him. 
 
    “Greetings, Miss,” he said, letting her inside. “Please follow me. Her Highness is waiting for you in the conservatory.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Rosa said quietly. 
 
    Two guards fell into place and marched a barely respectful distance behind them. 
 
    The palace was exactly as she remembered. One of the things she had learned as a young girl in her own home was that many of the furnishings had been gifts from various dignitaries whom her parents did not want to insult. As a result, some items could not be thrown away, no matter how hideous. Back then, several became her favorite playthings, suitable for all manner of little girl games. 
 
    Once she reached the familiar living room, Rosa found her aunt in the arboretum outside the French doors, replanting some seedlings from a tray of sprouts into individual porcelain pots. Carrie looked up when the houseman announced their arrival and put down her tools. Coming inside, she gestured to the seating area. 
 
    Wondering if it was a test, Rosa took the favorite chair she used to curl up in. The houseman retired, but the guards remained posted inside the room. 
 
    “Patrick,” Carrie said to the planetary AI, “have Mahaya bring us some tea.” 
 
    Carrie took a seat in her own lounger, and almost immediately, Rosa felt her presence flow into her mind. Carrie’s ability to read people’s minds was a skill that no one else in the royal family could match. No one, and no AI, could stand against her. 
 
    Rosa did not resist. This was the crunch time. If Carrie would accept her, then perhaps there was hope that one day Rosa’s parents would too. 
 
    “Well, this is certainly interesting,” Carrie said. “From your father’s message, I thought your appearance would be more like Barrett, but you are much more advanced than he was. I was curious how sophisticated you actually are.” 
 
    “It’s just me,” Rosa said, almost in a whisper. It was a strange sensation to have her aunt rummaging through her memories. 
 
    “That’s not really true at all, is it? I’m not a nincompoop, my dear. You are definitely not my niece. And yet…you are. How in the world did you manage this? Oh, I see—Freddi, of all things. Ah, so that’s why I got a message you might come to see me. You tried to throw your parents off the scent. Who is Mei? Ah. So Freddi made an android of herself. Very Bakkui-like, I suppose…to be expected.” 
 
    For thirty minutes, Carrie investigated every aspect of Rosa’s mental state. As she did, Rosa experienced tiny flashes of déjà vu. 
 
    Finally, Carrie said, “Have you no defenses at all? Can you keep me out if you tried?” 
 
    Rosa slammed her mental blocks into place, and Carrie visibly flinched from being so forcibly ejected from Rosa’s thoughts. 
 
    The guards raised their weapons, but Carrie shook her head and held up a restraining hand. “It’s all right. I’m testing my niece’s abilities. Let me see if…” 
 
    Carrie fired a blistering mental attack at her young niece. Against anyone else, it would have been a crippling, if not fatal, blow. 
 
    Rosa felt the thrust, but with her defenses in place, it was no more than a tiny hailstone against a tin roof. “Did you not want me to deflect that?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” Carrie said. “That’s okay. I was just curious. I hesitate to ask, but can you push outward?” 
 
    Rosa turned and faced one of the guards. She tried to touch his mind. “Not that I can tell. I can communicate, of course, through normal AIs.” Can you hear me? This is through Patrick. 
 
    Carrie nodded. “I got that. I’m a little surprised you have no offensive capability.” 
 
    Rosa shrugged. “It never occurred to me to ask. As far as I know, Mei had no such ability either. I’m not sure if that was by design or if it just doesn’t work that way. I’ve never known how you did it, and you used to try to teach me.” 
 
    “You were a horrible student, that’s true.” 
 
    “So, do you believe me? That I’m Rosa.” 
 
    Carrie hesitated before replying. “I’m sorry, my dear. I don’t. That is to say, you are not just Rosa. I accept that you are a very pretty simulation of my niece, but I can’t let you roam free without precautions.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “I’m going to keep guards around you. I’m sorry if that offends you.” 
 
    “Not at all. I understand.” 
 
    “I imagine this will take me a while. If your father had had a better experience, it might be different. Do you know about Barrett?” 
 
    Rosa nodded. “Mei told me about him. He was the very first android she created, and it didn’t go well for Mom and Dad. But the technology has come a long way since then.” Unexpectedly tears began to spill down her cheeks. “I don’t like being this way any more than you do, but I didn’t have a choice.” 
 
    Carrie’s expression softened at the sudden tears, and she instinctively held out her arms. Rosa moved closer to be embraced by her aunt. 
 
    “I know you didn’t, Rosebud. Not a day goes by that I haven’t worried about you. Those were terrible times when we were fighting both the Bakkui and the Greys.” 
 
    Rosa sat up and sniffled. “They’re still terrible. You know the Bakkui are winning, don’t you? Brian said it’s just a matter of time.” 
 
    “Who’s Brian? Oh, I see, Lieutenant Colonel Kidd, one of your father’s fighter pilots. That’s your military friend? He died?” 
 
    “Daddy blew up the ship he was on. That was before he shot down Sadie when he thought I was on her.” 
 
    “None of that surprises me, not in the least. Your father is fanatically opposed to android tech. He hates anything that resembles the Bakkui in the slightest way.” 
 
    “That’s why we can’t beat them.” 
 
    Carrie sighed. “No one admits it, but that may be true. Unless Riley can come up with another of his magic weapon systems that can turn the tide, the end may be inevitable.” 
 
    “We have such a weapon, Aunt Carrie. Me.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “Think about it. Mei told me about how Daddy battled his way through an entire Grey army all by himself. With more like me, we could do the same thing against the Bakkui.” 
 
    Carrie shook her head. “Don’t you understand? That’s what makes you so dangerous. That’s why your father won’t even think about it. The one time he tried, the result was a disaster.” 
 
    “It was twenty years ago!” Rosa argued. “The science has improved so much. And besides, what other choice do we have? Sit back and do nothing?” 
 
    “Your father is not doing nothing! Your poor Colonel Kidd was not doing nothing when he was a fighter pilot!” 
 
    “I know, but we’re not winning. You just said so yourself, the end is inevitable. Why can’t we fight back with what we have?” 
 
    Carrie paused for a moment. “Then what do you suggest? I don’t see how you can fight the Bakkui all by yourself.” 
 
    Rosa took a deep breath. “I don’t know, that’s why I came here. I wanted to talk to you and get your advice. When it comes to strategy, you’re as good as Daddy ever was, if not better.” 
 
    “Whatever you’re thinking of doing, you can’t do it around here. Your father issued another one of his warnings to be careful about any android infiltration. I can’t blatantly go against him.” 
 
    “Then what?” Rosa asked. “If I’m going to fight the Bakkui, I sort of have to go where they are. That’s what you did.” 
 
    Carrie nodded. “I know, but the Second Family was still around. I was able to move inside their circles until I got close enough to understand what was going on.” 
 
    “Then, where should I go? What should I do?” 
 
    Carrie considered the question. “Like I said, you can’t stay here. You might try the outer families, but not the Thirteenth, that’s too remote. I haven’t heard from anyone down there for a long time. Maybe the Tenth or the Eleventh. The Bakkui are migrating in that direction. They’ll be on their borders soon if they’re not already there. I would stay away from the Eighth Family region too. I’m afraid young King Dajona won’t last the year, they’re having real problems these days.” 
 
    “Well, then, should I head back to Moonbase and link up with Mei?” 
 
    Carrie shook her head. “Roth sent me a note recently that Riley retired and his assistant, I guess that was Mei, took off. He didn’t say anything about where she went.” 
 
    Carrie’s lack of recommendation was making Rosa nervous. She said, “If I can’t stay here, who would be best, King Shaka or King Siligong?” 
 
    “Not poor old Shaka, I suppose. He’s too old to try anything new. I’d recommend Mondique in the Tenth Family region. But what will you do when you get there? If you announce yourself as an android, they won’t treat you any different than your father.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Rosa replied. “All I can do is duplicate myself. Only Mei knows how to do this to another person. Would you like to see how it works?” 
 
    Carrie gave Rosa a peculiar stare. “Not just now, I think. Let me mull that over for a bit.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Rosa did not push it because it was clear that Carrie was intrigued. Over the days that followed, Carrie invited Rosa to have meals with the family. It was an opportunity to get reacquainted with her cousins, Eolin and Ttal. Ttal had become a professional woman, playing a role in the Ministry of Resettlement, the governmental agency that built and managed orphanages for children displaced by the Bakkui. 
 
    Eolin was less outgoing until it came to the arts. His silent and studious nature transformed when he had a paintbrush in his hand. Rosa had had a crush on him since she was five years old. 
 
    Her cousins were sympathetic to Rosa’s predicament and urged their adoptive mother to look past the king’s prejudices. After a few days of quiet persistence, Carrie agreed to meet a second copy of her niece and accompanied Rosa inside Frosty, where a replicator was set up in the maintenance bay. 
 
    “Should I do anything?” Carrie asked. 
 
    “Nope. Just watch the replicator.” 
 
    A moment later, a new copy of Rosa appeared in the replicator. She smiled happily and said, “Hi, Aunt Carrie!” 
 
    A variety of emotions played out across Carrie’s face. She tried to speak to the new Rosa but had difficulty getting any words out. As her distress became evident, the new android tripped out. 
 
    “Sorry,” Rosa said. “You looked pretty upset.” 
 
    “Not your fault,” Carrie said, slightly out of breath. “That really brought back a lot of bad memories with your father. It’s why he is so against androids. When Freddi made one of him, the thing almost killed him.” 
 
    Rosa nodded. “It’s because the technology was experimental then. But Mei spent the last twenty years improving it. It’s an entirely different thing now.” 
 
    “I can see that. When I read the mind of that second android just now, it wasn’t a different you; it was you. I’m not sure how to describe it. It was more like an extension of your mind.” 
 
    “Yes! That’s exactly the point Mei hammered into us a thousand times. She kept saying we should not think of the copies of ourselves as different people, that there is only one of us.” 
 
    “So, are you planning to make an army of yourself? How does that work?” 
 
    “It doesn’t. Three is the limit. After that, your mind can’t handle it, and the copies start tripping out. We don’t know why, but it was the same with Brian.” 
 
    “Really? So, your father’s great fear of an entirely new race of Bakkui-like androids isn’t even possible.” 
 
    “Not even close. Even though my android brain is in a set of AI crystals, Mei says it’s completely different. It’s put together like a human brain, but with a little more firepower…I can think faster.” 
 
    “Then, if the maximum you can do is three copies, what are you expecting to accomplish?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve got all this technology inside me, there has to be something. One thing I can’t show you is how I can actually become a starship. Mei let me try that. My mind took the place of a normal shipboard AI. Think about that. What if we had a space navy all powered by android brains? Wouldn’t that help turn the tide?” 
 
    “But don’t you see?” Carrie said. “That’s exactly what the Bakkui are. And even if you could do that, it would still be only a few thousand against how many Bakkui.” 
 
    “Then what? I have to try. All of us have to try.” 
 
    “I’m not arguing with you, Rosebud. It’s a good idea, but it doesn’t sound that practical. And I’m not sure Siligong would give you the time of day. He’s more modern than Shaka, but he’s still quite the parochial type.” 
 
    “Then you should come with me. You can convince anybody of anything.” 
 
    “I can’t leave, sweetie. My children are here and not just Eolin and Ttal.” 
 
    “I know,” Rosa said with a sigh. “Dad says you are the Mother of all Mothers. I don’t know if any monarch in history ever had so many thousands of kids.” 
 
    “They’re not kids anymore,” Carrie said with pride. “Most of them are young adults now and have families of their own.” 
 
    “Okay, I know you have to be here, and I can’t leave the technology with you. Mei fixed it, so the only person who can make a copy of me is me, and I’ll probably need all three copies, one way or another. Unless I can stay here and work on this. Would that be okay with you?” 
 
    “I’d prefer you didn’t, sweetie. Your father would not be pleased, to say the least, if he found out I was allowing an android that Freddi created to experiment with the technology. But you don’t have to rush off. It’s good to see you healthy…I guess…if that’s what you want to call it. And we can dispense with the guards now. I’ve been reading your mind ever since you landed, and I honestly don’t believe you are the threat that your father is so worried about. So, how about we have some fun? Would you fancy a day out at the market? It’s been a long time since you and I had a chance to go shopping.” 
 
    Rosa brightened immediately. “I would love that!” 
 
    Thank God. Aunt Carrie’s acceptance, even with caveats, was like getting a new lease on life. It was so nice to wake up in the morning without worrying about being found out. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 10 – Inertia 
 
    Planet Casaira 
 
    “What do you call this again?” Inspector Vatain asked. 
 
    He was standing next to Brian and Mei in one of the hangar’s offices. Lexi had produced holographic projectors that Brian installed in each corner of the room. 
 
    A modest AI named Griffin, which Mei had mounted to the wall behind the door, served as the hologram controller and backup relay for the subspace beacon data.  
 
    Mei had kept Lexi’s replicator busy over the last few weeks, producing dozens of the beacons and sending them out. 
 
    “This is our situation room,” Brian explained. “I’m activating it now.” The space filled with tiny holographic dots, representing a small part of the galaxy inhabited by the Tenth and Eleventh Families. Brian pointed at one of the dots near the center, which flared slightly green. “For reference, that is Casaira.” He pointed to another dot near the far corner. “Over there is Mondique, homeworld of the Tenth Family’s King Siligong.” 
 
    “This technology seems a bit misplaced for a geography lesson,” Vatain said. “Local news broadcasters show this kind of information all the time, and quite frankly, it looks a lot better.” 
 
    Brian kept his tone patient. “I understand, but let me continue. Here are the borders between your two territories, and now,”—hundreds of white and blue dots appeared—“you are seeing current spaceflight operations in both kingdoms. The white dots are Eleventh Family, and the blue ones are Tenth Family.” 
 
    “This is real time?” Vatain asked skeptically. 
 
    “That is correct. This is what the subspace beacons can do for you. If you recall, when you went up with us on Lexi last week, we were installing the base station. It receives real-time sensor data from all of our beacons.” 
 
    “We already get LIGO information,” Vatain said. “King Lucas taught us about them years ago. How is this any different?” 
 
    “Because those transmissions are limited to the speed of light. What you have been receiving is intelligence data via message drones that are significantly out of date. What you see here is real time.” 
 
    “How does that even work? How can you transmit data faster than light? That’s impossible.” 
 
    Brian glanced at Mei, who brightened immediately, always happy to talk about her favorite project. He had once asked her how subspace comm worked, and the explanation was way over his head. 
 
    “It’s like this, Inspector,” Mei said enthusiastically. “Subspace communication takes place in the quantum universe. Are you familiar with quantum theory?” 
 
    “I’ve heard of it.” 
 
    “Well, in the quantum universe, a particle can exist in two places at once.” She held her hands far apart, wiggling her index fingers to represent subatomic particles. “If you arrange a fixed series of particles and make each one vibrate at a unique frequency, that creates a distinctive wave signature and those resulting signature waves are detectable in other locations, because, in fact, those same particles exist in other locations. That’s the underlying principle of subspace communication. I can explain it in more detail if you have the time, but it might take a few hours.” Her expression said she would like nothing more. 
 
    Vatain hastily shrugged off the suggestion. “Never mind. I can see how that would be useful, but we get early warning of Bakkui movements with our current system.” 
 
    “Well, that’s true,” Brian allowed, “but with—” 
 
    Mei tugged on Brian’s arm and gave him a little headshake; Vatain was clearly not interested in the intricacies of quantum theory. 
 
    “Don’t torture the man,” she said with a grin. “Not too many people get excited about such esoteric details, and besides, our Inspector is already helping us navigate the bureaucracy.” 
 
    Vatain nodded gratefully for her intervention. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Brian said. 
 
    Mei added, “In any case, Inspector, thank you for getting us approval to establish our subspace base station on sixth planet’s moon. Without that, none of what you see here would be possible.” 
 
    “I’m happy to help,” Vatain said. “I’m just not sure how this will help you with your so-called remotely piloted vehicles. My colleagues have expressed the same question.” 
 
    “And an excellent question it is,” Mei replied, slipping her arm through his to escort him back to his shuttle. “That’s why your help in getting us an approved area to do our deep space testing is so critical. Our plan is to purchase an old freighter next week and we’ll use that as a practice target to get the bugs worked out. Do you think you could find an out-of-the-way place in the solar system where we can park it?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Vatain said vaguely. 
 
    “And didn’t you say the other day that your sister-in-law works in after-market spacecraft sales?” 
 
    “That’s right. She’s a broker.” Vatain raised his eyebrows at Mei. “I take it you would like an introduction?” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Brian glanced skeptically at Miss Metrah, the ship broker. “This thing will really fly?” he asked. They were walking around an old bulk carrier that had not seen the inside of a reputable shipyard for decades. 
 
    Vatain’s in-law was attractive. Five-eight, maybe a hundred and twenty pounds, blonde hair, and a face that any cosmetic conglomerate back on Earth would gladly feature on their products. And yet, when all was said and done, Brian considered her a used car salesman. He didn’t trust her one iota. 
 
    She had shown him two other spacecraft, swearing that each one was a sweet deal; that they could haul him to any capital city in Nobility space and back, and do it faster than anything on the market. It was obvious she was used to dealing with men who believed whatever she said. 
 
    When Brian asked her to demonstrate the flight capability of the first vessel that she had shown him, it pissed her off because it would obviously never get off the ground. And now, after all his subsequent questions, her short-fused temper was on full display. 
 
    “Yes! I told you it will fly! Just not very fast.” 
 
    Brian pointed to a cracked weld where the port engine mount met the hull. “It doesn’t seem all that airtight, either.” 
 
    “You didn’t say you wanted pressurization! You asked if it could fly. Look, if you want something nice, I’ve got other ships, but if you want the bottom of the barrel, this is what’s available.” Her expression said she was starting to doubt his ability to pay. 
 
    Brian had promised payment with replicated gold, and he wondered if that it was a mistake. She took him for an easy mark from off-planet. From his perspective, however, even if he could pay any price, he didn’t want to throw money away needlessly. If word got around, everyone they dealt with would jack their prices sky-high, and then all of their neighbors at Keomy Landing would get pissed when it happened to them. 
 
    And practically speaking, whatever he purchased would only serve as a practice target for their new RPV. On the plus side, the ancient hauler in front of him was exactly what he needed. Its solid metal hull was several feet thick, similar to Bakkui destroyers. If Mei’s prototype could penetrate it, it would be a good indication of its effectiveness in battle. 
 
    Brian said. “It’s true, I don’t need pressurization, but it does me no good on the ground. If you can get it into orbit, I’ll take it.” 
 
    “I’m not a pilot,” she replied sharply. 
 
    “That’s okay. I’m an experienced captain. I have no problems taking it up.” 
 
    “Sure, and I’ll never see you again? I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Well, I assumed you would accompany me so you can command the ship’s AI. Once we reach orbit, and you transfer command, I’ll bring you back in that.” He nodded toward Coco. The fancy yacht was the only reason the broker was still talking to him. 
 
    Metrah stared at her decrepit frigate as though it were a demon. She obviously didn’t want to trust her life to something that might fall out of the sky once it got a few hundred feet in the air. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Brian said. “My yacht’s AI will check out all of its systems before we lift off. And I have a couple of Personal Force Fields that will keep us breathing long enough to reach orbit.” 
 
    She had no idea what he was talking about, and he took a minute to explain the concept. His explanation was not reassuring. 
 
    “You take it up,” she said. “I’ll go in your yacht. I can give commands from there.” 
 
    “No deal,” Brian countered. “If you’re not willing to trust it just to make orbit, I doubt it can fly.” 
 
    Metrah shook her head in dismay, obviously struggling with greed versus personal safety. The commission on a ship this big would be significant, even if it was sold for scrap metal. Greed finally took precedence, and she nodded. “All right. But I want to see the gold before we go.” 
 
    “Fair enough. I’ll have my ship prepare it now.” Coco, can you cook up a hundred pounds of bullion? 
 
    Acknowledged, the AI replied.  
 
    Brian escorted Metrah aboard Coco and showed her the gold resting on the floor of the cargo bay’s replicator to verify its existence. He retrieved a pair of PFFs, and ten minutes later, they were inside the old vessel’s bridge. Metrah transferred command to Brian and he gave control to Coco. 
 
    “Coco, connect with this ship’s AI. Give me the status updates.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” Coco replied through the frigate’s internal intercom. “The power system is coming online. Be advised, the main engines are incapable of synchronous operation.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” Brian said, “as long as the gravity boosters are working, we can push it to our working area. You can lift off once you’re sure it’s safe to reach orbit.” 
 
    “Beginning ascent,” Coco said. 
 
    A horrendous cacophony of shrieks and groans resounded through the entire length of the frigate’s metal structure as long-forgotten stresses made their presence known. Outside, the ground began to fall away. 
 
    “I changed my mind,” Metrah said loudly, trying to be heard over the creaking. “Put us back down!” 
 
    “Not recommended,” Coco said, amplifying her voice. “The gravity-booster’s power distribution regulator is seriously out of alignment. I cannot guarantee a soft landing.” 
 
    “Just keep going,” Brian shouted. To Metrah, he added, “This is pretty normal for an old ship.” 
 
    “We’re gonna die!” Metrah screamed. 
 
    “Possibly,” Brian agreed. He flicked on his PFF and nodded at the one around Metrah’s waist. “You might want to turn that on.” 
 
    She broke a fingernail trying to twist the dial to the ON position. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Coco sent a message to Brian’s implant. Geosynchronous orbit achieved. We have approval to remain in this location for thirty minutes. I am waiting near the main personnel entry hatch. 
 
    Got it, he replied. 
 
    “Congratulations, Miss Metrah,” Brian said. “I consider your deliverable to have been met and the purchase complete. My ship is ready to pick us up.” 
 
    Coco, could you ask Mei to take over moving our new target to the test area? 
 
    Acknowledged. She is on the way in Lexi’s shuttle. 
 
    Standing near the frigate’s open entry hatch, one step away from the vastness of space, Metrah would not open her eyes, much less vault out of the door toward Coco. Brian gathered her into his arms and leapt across. Once inside Coco with the hatch closed, he asked her, “Have you never been in space before?” 
 
    She didn’t answer and instead hurried to the cargo bay where she cradled a gold bar to her chest, murmuring, “I finally sold it.” She wouldn’t speak to Brian until they were safely on the ground. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Mei looked at Brian incredulously. “One foot?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he replied around another bite of Mei’s Asian pasta. Brian had moved into one of the spare cabins aboard Lexi, which had become their de facto home. 
 
    They took turns cooking the evening meal, more for entertainment than anything else. Lexi could replicate any meal they wanted but it was fun to try out their culinary skills. Mei’s repertoire of recipes was impressive. 
 
    “In radius?” she asked. 
 
    “No. In diameter. It needs to be really small.” 
 
    “That’s too small,” she said. “It won’t work.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Plain old physics.” 
 
    “Just make everything smaller.” 
 
    Mei shook her head. “I can’t make Bakkui battleships smaller. If you want to penetrate their armor, you sort of have to include that in the design.” 
 
    “I think it would work. Can’t you fit the AI into a small form factor?” 
 
    “Of course.” Mei pointed at herself. “That’s not the problem.” 
 
    “Just try it.” 
 
    “It’s a waste of time.” 
 
    “I want to try.” 
 
    Mei sighed in frustration. “All right. But I’d like to remind you which one of us is the brains in this operation.” 
 
    Brian grinned. “Maybe, but gut instinct is my specialty. You’ll see. I’m wondering what to call it.” 
 
    Mei thought for a moment. “Do you know what a Golden BB is?” 
 
    “Sounds vaguely familiar.” 
 
    “In Earth’s past wars, during the twentieth century, your atmospheric fighters were sometimes brought down by a single bullet from a handheld firearm. Such a shot was called a Golden BB.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Brian said, “I remember now. The slug might pierce a fuel tank or hit an engine compressor blade. A slight bit of damage that cascaded into total failure. I like it.” 
 
    “So be it,” Mei said. “Just don’t get hung up on the BB’s size. We can try it your way, but I’m telling you, it has to be a lot bigger.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Coco hovered motionless, eighteen thousand feet off the beam of the derelict freighter. Vatain had given them approval to move it far above the ecliptic plane of the Casairan solar system, where it would not be a shipping hazard, but with the stipulation that when finished, all resulting debris had to be pushed into a terminal trajectory toward the local sun. 
 
    Mei installed a defensive shield in the frigate that was equivalent to what the Bakkui employed. Brian lazed on one of the couches in Coco’s main cabin while Mei sat in the pilot’s seat, transferring her attention back and forth between the tactical display and looking out the front canopy at their target. 
 
    “Ten seconds out,” Brian said. He was remotely connected to an AI copy of himself inside the tiny spherical warcraft that Mei had created. “Five seconds. Three. Two. Impact.” 
 
    A tiny burst of light sparkled against the frigate’s hull. 
 
    “Told you so,” Mei said dully. 
 
    Brian jumped up and joined her in the cockpit. “I don’t understand. It was a direct hit at half lightspeed.” 
 
    “Like I said, it’s not big enough. The BB has to have generators that can get through Bakkui shields. I don’t care how fast you go, that was too small to penetrate. Do you believe me now?” 
 
    Brian shook his head. “I guess so. How big does it have to be?” 
 
    “Twenty feet in diameter.” 
 
    “That’s way too big. You should be able to get through in something half that size. A shell from one of our destroyers is only forty-eight inches across, and they tear those things apart.” 
 
    “I know,” Mei said emphatically. “And what happens to that shell? It gets atomized. You said you want each RPV to take out dozens of ships. We can do that, but only if it is bigger!” 
 
    “All right. But I think twenty feet is still too large. It limits our production capability.” 
 
    “That’s why I designed Lexi with an industrial-strength replicator in the main cargo bay. I knew sooner or later I’d need something big and this is it. Don’t argue with me anymore.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “It seems rather small for a fighter,” Inspector Vatain said to Brian. 
 
    They were in their leased hangar looking at the second production model of a full-sized BB, which floated about six inches off the concrete floor. It did look undersized in the massive hangar bay. Mei was in the office on the side of the building, double-checking all their preparations for the proof-of-concept test flight. 
 
    “Yes,” Brian said, “compared to a manned aircraft, it is. But pound for pound, it carries a much bigger punch.” 
 
    Vatain examined the strange object curiously. Since his initial introduction, he had maintained his interest in their activities, dropping by without notice, once or twice a week. 
 
    Brian still couldn’t tell if the curiosity was personal or professional, but the inspector was an effective conduit into the bureaucracy.  
 
    “It doesn’t look like a fighter,” Vatain observed. 
 
    The BB was spherical and its exterior was perfectly smooth. There were no cannon barrels or disrupter emplacements, nor were there any missile launchers. One distinctive characteristic was that it was coated with a thin layer of pure gold, a component of the subspace communication receiver. 
 
    “The design is unusual,” Brian agreed. “But it is the most lethal thing out there. You saw the simulations and Mei showed you the calculations.” 
 
    “I don’t see how it can be effective,” Vatain said. 
 
    “It’s solidly constructed and, for its size, has the most powerful shields ever made.” 
 
    “So, if I understand correctly, you propose to ram a Bakkui destroyer with this unarmed spacecraft by piloting it from here on Casaira, and you say that will be more effective than standoff weapons?” 
 
    “Think of it as a reusable missile. And remember how fast it will be going, combined with the needle-nosed shields.” 
 
    “All warships have shields,” Vatain pointed out. 
 
    “I understand that,” Brian replied. “But the BB’s are much more powerful. Most shields are defensive in nature. They are designed to deflect incoming projectiles. These are different. Their purpose is to pierce Bakkui shields and penetrate their armor.” 
 
    “A twenty-foot hole in the side of a Bakkui destroyer is not what I would call significant damage. Our own ships suffer such hits and return to base safely.” 
 
    “The BB is not going to leave a small hole. Keep in mind, the field-generated engines extend out a thousand feet on either side. That’s how big the impact will be. Depending on the angle, it could cut a destroyer-sized target in half.” 
 
    “You’re talking about the invisible engines?” Vatain said drily. 
 
    “That’s correct. The very same engines that Lexi herself has. You flew in Lexi when we verified the area around our practice target had been cleaned up. That worked, didn’t it?” 
 
    Vatain shook his head. “I just have a hard time understanding all this technology that you brought to our world. Or why we are only now receiving it. Is this standard equipment in the other Family regions?” 
 
    “Not really, Inspector. We brought the latest tech right out of the lab. We understand that you might have once felt ignored, but those days are in the past.” 
 
    “So you say.” 
 
    “Give us a break, Vatain. Over the last twenty years, the king had his hands full. He pushed the Bakkui completely out of the Second Family’s territory, and on top of that, there were the Greys. They had an alliance with the Bakkui, and he had to deal with them too.” 
 
    “It is not my intent to disrespect King Lucas.” 
 
    “I didn’t take it that way. I’m just saying that now we are here and want to help. In that regard, has there been any progress in our request to install local replicators for war material production?” 
 
    “The simple answer is no. As I have told you many times, it goes against the king’s policy.” 
 
    “Does anyone realize we only have two full-size prototypes? That’s not enough to stop the Bakkui. We need thousands of them.” 
 
    Vatain nodded sardonically. “And my wife needs expensive jewelry. We all do with what we have.” 
 
    It was the same answer they had gotten for months. The bureaucracy here was entrenched, and its goal was to maintain the status quo; anything new was suspect. 
 
    Fortunately, the law allowed experimentation, but only on a limited basis. Brian and Mei could tinker all they wanted. The government’s theory was that as long as a small operation was regulated enough, it would never become a threat. Vatain was an official monitor. The oppressive bureaucracy relied on inertia to keep upstarts in place. 
 
    “All right,” Brian said. “Are you staying for our meeting with the Bakkui?” 
 
    The first BB had been dispatched two days ago to position itself near the outermost point of the border between the Tenth and Eleventh Families, a point the military referred to as the Corners. 
 
    “That’s why I’m here,” Vatain replied. 
 
    “Then let’s head in. Mei’s waiting for us.” 
 
    They joined her inside their makeshift situation tank. She sat at a console, and Brian took a seat in one of the armchairs and motioned Vatain to another. 
 
    Vatain gave the room a quick scan for communication gear. “I had the impression you were going to pilot the vehicle remotely.” 
 
    “I am,” Brian said, “My link to the BB is via our new subspace relay.” He tapped his temple. “I have access to all the BB’s sensor input, which is a lot.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “First of all, the AI builds a three-dimensional model of the surrounding space. I don’t have to look for anything, because the information is right in front of me. Most of the input is from passive receptors, but for close-in work, the system includes active information from onboard radar. Let me show you.” Brian leaned back and closed his eyes. 
 
    Mei swiveled to face Vatain and pointed at the hologram to say, “This represents what Brian sees through the BB. The Casairan navy vessels are displayed as white ovals. Your Fifth Combat Group is approaching the Corners. Those yellow diamonds on the other side of the Corners are Bakkui warships.” 
 
    Vatain said, “You’re saying that’s real time?” 
 
    “That’s correct. Our subspace communication network allows Brian to see what is happening near the subspace beacons that we have been sending out. And it lets him control the spacecraft as if he were sitting in it. His commands take effect instantaneously, as though he were actually flying.” 
 
    “Are you going to inform our fleet commander?” Vatain asked, more alarmed by the sudden enemy presence than her technical explanation. “Does he know about those Bakkui?” 
 
    “We can’t,” Mei said. “Your navy is not equipped with subspace communication equipment. We asked for permission to install it, but you know the answer to that request. You’re the one who told us no.” 
 
    “You have to do something!” Vatain insisted. 
 
    “We are. Brian is about to engage the Bakkui right now.” 
 
    “Will that do any good? I see the advantage behind your subspace comm, but your BB can’t really be combat-capable. It’s like a toy compared to those battleships.” 
 
    “We’re about to find out,” Brian said, without opening his eyes. 
 
    “Is it flying by itself?” Vatain asked, a hint of suspicion leaking through his concern. 
 
    Mei said, “It has a sophisticated autopilot like all spacecraft.” 
 
    “But will the BB fly itself during battle?” 
 
    “Of course not. The law prohibits autonomous combat aircraft. That’s why our subspace communications are so important. Brian will pilot the BB as though he were there.” 
 
    Vatain nodded. “Okay. It’s starting to make sense now. You are not talking about androids or intelligent, independent warcraft at all.” 
 
    “That’s what we’ve been telling you for weeks.” 
 
    “I know, but I wasn’t sure. It was an open question because of King Lucas’s message. That’s why I was assigned to monitor your activity. 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “I see what you mean by remotely piloted vehicles.” 
 
    The Griffin AI interrupted, “Be advised the Casairan fleet is approaching the maximum range of hostile force weaponry.” 
 
    “I’m taking the BB off autopilot now,” Brian said without looking up. 
 
    In spite of his repeated assurance that the BB was not inhabited by an android, that was exactly the case. Thanks to the onboard subspace comm, he and Mei could hide the fact in plain sight. No one could dispute Brian’s claim that he was piloting the vehicle from the Hangar’s office when, in reality, he simply booted up his android mind inside the BB. 
 
    In fact, the connection to his BB AI self was so good it was impossible to separate his onboard mind from his conscious self in the situation tank. 
 
    “This is where it happens, Inspector,” Mei said to Vatain, watching events unfold inside the hologram. “The BB is approaching the Bakkui formation now. And look at those blue icons. Those are from Mondique.” She shook her head and said, “They’ll never reach the battle in time, but they’re going to get a free demonstration of BB technology.” 
 
    “I wonder what they will think,” Vatain murmured. 
 
    “I suspect they will be jealous of Casaira. Here we go. Notice the Bakkui are approaching the Casairan fleet in a broad spread formation, one beside the other, like a cavalry troop in a charge. That’s a common tactic of theirs. The good news is, a straight line of destroyers makes the BB more effective. Griffin, tell us what we’re looking at.” 
 
    The AI responded in a monotone voice. “The Casairan Eighth Fleet is en route to relieve Fifth Combat Group near the Corners. The Bakkui raiders will reach the Fifth Group first.” 
 
    Brian tuned out the running commentary. The situation was no longer an academic exercise. When it came to space combat, the truth was that no human mind could react quickly enough. Especially not against multiple hostiles, with all of them shooting back. Only an AI had that ability. His burning question was, could his onboard android brain match that of a pure AI? 
 
    He concentrated on the battle situation, enjoying for a moment, the familiar feeling. In a way, it was like being back in the cockpit of a fighter. 
 
    The small Casairan combat group was outnumbered, which was not saying a lot. They tended to apply the term fleet or combat group to almost any collection of ships. The three vessels in question were nothing more than a patrol that was about to stumble into more action than they could handle. The group commander obviously came to the same conclusion because he suddenly shifted their course to a strategic withdrawal. 
 
    Brian counted twenty Bakkui destroyers. As they approached, the Casairan commander brought his formation close together to overlap their combined shield power during their retreat. Unfortunately, one of their cruisers was woefully underpowered compared to the others and struggled to maintain its position. The commander hesitated, not wanting to leave it to die alone. 
 
    Idiot, Brian thought. The useless delay was giving the Bakkui a chance to flank the Casairans. In any other situation, it would have been a death warrant for those aboard. Today, thanks to the BB, that would not be the case. 
 
    Brian maneuvered his BB to hit the Bakkui formation from the side. In the last few moments, they had spread further apart to flank the Casairans. It made his job more difficult, but not impossible. He put their closest ship on his nose and slowed to just under half lightspeed.  
 
    The BB struck the first Bakkui destroyer, precisely amidships. Mei had calculated that with each impact, the deflective force of the enemy’s shields against his own would reduce his velocity by almost ten percent. Even with that degradation in speed, the BB’s impact against the destroyer’s hull created an enormous release of kinetic energy. 
 
    Brian’s spacecraft weighed in at just under fifty tons. His engines, although massless field-generated extensions off the main structure, were nevertheless rigidly connected to the BB’s superstructure. That made the point of impact almost two thousand feet across. Traveling at point-four-four lightspeed, the kinetic energy released by the collision was almost a hundred megatons. The Bakkui ship disintegrated into thousands of pieces. 
 
    During the split-second after impact, his AI calculated the optimum track for the follow-on target. By sharply altering his flight path, the resulting arc would take him nicely through the next three hostiles. 
 
    No human-controlled fighter could make such an abrupt turn, even with gravity compensation. The asymmetric gee forces involved in a rolling maneuver would be fatal to a live pilot, whereas Brian’s electronic brain did not even feel it.  
 
    The BB exited the debris field in a full power turn toward the second group of enemy destroyers. Brian hit the first of them at point-three-eight lightspeed, resulting in a reduced yield, only seventy megatons. After two more targets, he was down to point-two-eight yet still delivering multimegaton results. 
 
    At slow speed, he reversed course, calculating a wide track toward the next Bakkui destroyer, giving him time to accelerate. 
 
    Wiping out the hated enemy by ramming left Brian with a strange feeling of euphoria. “You cannot believe what this is like,” he said in the situation tank. 
 
    Inside the hologram, the BB resembled a slow-motion pinball. It bounced from one yellow icon to another, changing direction at will and exhibiting maneuvers that were impossible for conventional vessels. Each time, after connecting with the BB, the yellow icons flickered to red, indicating their destruction. 
 
    The Bakkui broke formation in a futile attempt to attack the BB, but in less than fifteen minutes, Brian had annihilated their entire fleet. 
 
    After reducing the last destroyer to splinters, he flew past the Casairans for a look. Two vessels showed the type of combat damage that came from missile strikes against weakened shields. They would make it back to Casaira, but they would need some extensive downtime for maintenance. 
 
    “The BB is on autopilot for home,” Brian said aloud, opening his eyes. He stood up and stretched. “Griffin, what is the BDA.” 
 
    Griffin said, “Two Casairan cruisers suffered modest damage. and the BB destroyed twenty Bakkui warships.” 
 
    “Can you render assistance?” Vatain asked. 
 
    “Not in the BB,” Brian answered. “There’s no interior space. But the Casairan Eighth Fleet is arriving; they’ll provide support.” 
 
    “Someone needs to explain your role in the battle,” Vatain said. 
 
    “We were hoping you would do that,” Mei said. 
 
    “I will,” Vatain said. “I’ll brief my superiors about everything I saw here today. Do you have any recordings of the battle?” 
 
    “Sure,” Brian said. “Griffin, work with Coco to send a full recap to Inspector Vatain that he can share with his team.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    “I’ll be in touch,” Vatain said, taking his leave hurriedly. 
 
    Once the man had departed, Brian said, “Coco, you didn’t include any of the android data in that report, did you?” 
 
    “Negative. I did include a design schematic, but the onboard control systems were merely depicted as a black box. That is common in design specifications.” 
 
    “Good enough, then. I guess now we wait.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Three weeks later, Brian plopped down on the couch in Lexi’s main cabin and sighed with relief. He had come from an all-day conference with the Principal Deputy Assistant Under Minister of the same department.  
 
    “We finally have a meeting with the Minister of Program Evaluation.” 
 
    “They do understand they are at war, don’t they?” Mei asked sarcastically. 
 
    “Not that I could tell. Up till now, I thought Alliance bureaucracy was moribund; compared to this place, those guys are on fire. So far, every person I’ve seen on Casaira has been in their job for decades.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    Brian shrugged. “Take the meeting. By the day after tomorrow, they’ll supposedly give me the date and time.” 
 
    “I guess that’s progress,” Mei said sympathetically. 
 
    “Sort of, but this morning on the way over, I had a thought. What if a BB gets damaged to where it can’t get home, or it loses subspace communication? That would leave a human consciousness trapped inside. Or worse, what if it wound up disabled with no hope of recovery? It would be an eternal hell.” 
 
    Mei nodded. “Good point. I’ll come up with something to keep that from happening.” 
 
    “We have to be careful with this. If things ever go south on a human-piloted BB, we can’t let the human mind inside survive. Otherwise, if you later reconnect, the secret would be out that we have been hiding an android brain existence. But if we terminate it, wouldn’t that be murder? If an android mind is permanently cut off from a human mind, is it still alive by itself?” 
 
    Mei ran her fingers through her hair. “I dunno. This would be a lot easier if we didn’t have to keep our existence a secret.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “I didn’t think they went in for pageantry anymore,” Brian said to Mei as he rubbernecked inside the People’s Great Hall. It was almost as big as a football stadium. 
 
    “It’s probably why it took so long to get an audience with King Shaka.” 
 
    Two months had passed since their battle at the Corners. Since then, Brian had visited with every deputy and assistant deputy between Vatain and the king’s brother-in-law, who served as the Minister of Defense. That individual had been the most open to their proposal of producing BBs, but he also warned that King Shaka was unlikely to agree; opposition was spreading inside the government, but the reason why was unclear other than unduly progressive outside influence. 
 
    Although the audience was scheduled for mid-morning, the sun was setting by the time an official informed them it was their turn. He repeated the same instructions already given by three other assistants before escorting them into the throne room’s vast chamber. 
 
    Someone cried out their names, and they began their trek toward the throne. It sat atop a wide dais flanked on either side by ornately decorative screens. While they marched solemnly forward, stopping at well-marked spots to bow before proceeding, the king conferred with other attendants who appeared from the wings to speak briefly and were then waved away. 
 
    Upon reaching the marked point twenty feet from the foot of the steps up to the throne, he and Mei bowed once more. They were to wait for the king to address them before speaking. 
 
    “And you are?” the king asked after dispensing with another adviser. 
 
    “Your Majesty, I am Brian Wade with Miss Mei Takahashi, both from Earth, the birthplace of King Lucas of the First Family. We ask for approval to produce more of our new spacecraft and create a pilot training program within your military forces.” 
 
    The king looked at a piece of paper handed to him by a robed, rotund advisor and nodded. “Yes, a clever idea. We commend your creativity. We shall consider your request when you have something substantial. Thank you.” He waved his hand in dismissal, and two burly guards appeared behind Brian and Mei. 
 
    “To the left,” one of the guards grunted. 
 
    “Seriously?” Brian muttered to Mei. “That’s it?” 
 
    She pushed him none too gently hissing, “Don’t argue.” After they left through a side door into a long hallway, the guards handed them off to another pair of officials. 
 
    “We didn’t get a chance to explain,” Brian said in protest. 
 
    The new escorts ignored his complaints and hurried them off down a vaguely ominous corridor. Vatain suddenly appeared in their path and demanded custody of the guard’s charges. They seemed uncertain until Vatain flashed his badge, forcing them to withdraw. 
 
    “Sorry,” Vatain said, hustling them off in a new direction. “I told you it was a long shot.” 
 
    “If I’d known he wasn’t even going to listen, I wouldn’t have wasted the energy,” Brian said, his tone peeved. 
 
    Vatain shook his head. “I’m glad you tried. It proved you were serious in your effort. There are people in the defense ministry that were behind your proposal.” 
 
    “Then where were they today? We could have used a little help.” 
 
    “That is not the style on Casaira. However, several of my colleagues have asked me to give you a suggestion.” 
 
    “Go to hell?” Brian speculated. 
 
    “Not quite. Our opinion is you should leave Casaira and try again on Mondique. The Tenth Family is more progressive…a little more inclined to modernity, you might say.” 
 
    Brian was less than credulous at the suggestion. Modernity was not a term he would use to describe any Nobility planet he had ever visited. 
 
    “Thank you, Vatain,” Mei said. “That’s good advice, and we’ll give it a try. Can someone here take us back to Lexi?” 
 
    “I’m taking you there right now,” he replied. “I suggest expediting your departure. The man who handed that recommendation to the king was a member of his Secret Service. I didn’t realize they were looking at your request, but last night I heard they believe you are involved in illegal research. There was mention you might be androids yourself.” 
 
    “Who came up with that idiotic idea?” Brian growled angrily. 
 
    “Are we in danger?” Mei said. 
 
    Vatain shook his head. “Not while you’re with me, but once I drop you off, I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Thanks for the tip,” Brian said sourly. Then he added, “We appreciate your help, Vatain. You’ve always been square with us.” 
 
    “It may not mean much to you right now, but I enjoyed seeing your RPV concept. Your home planet must be an interesting place.” 
 
    It depends on your perspective, Brian thought. It appeared that in either location, whether on Casaira or Earth, he and Mei were walking targets; artificial constructs to be shot on sight should anyone realize their true nature. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    The second Vatain dropped them off, Brian and Mei boarded, and Mei told Lexi to request clearance for immediate departure to Mondique. 
 
    “Did you see how nervous Vatain was?” Mei said in a worried tone. “He thinks we’re in danger.” 
 
    “You suppose it’s really that bad?” Brian asked. 
 
    “Do you want to find out?” 
 
    “Good point. Discretion is always a good option.” 
 
    Lexi announced, “We have approval from Departure Control. Lifting off at this time.” 
 
    “Tell Coco to follow fifty miles in trail,” Brian said. To Mei, he added, “At least they’re letting us leave. If there is a government conspiracy, it didn’t make its way through the entire bureaucracy.” 
 
    Once they accelerated to lightspeed and were clear of the Casairan solar system, Mei sighed heavily and plopped down on the couch. 
 
    “That scared me,” she said, somewhat surprised by her reaction. 
 
    “Seriously?” Brian replied, joining her with two glasses of beer. “I sort of had the impression you were fearless.” 
 
    “I am, usually, but I got the willies back there; I thought we were goners.” 
 
    “What about all your backups? I thought effectively you were immortal.” 
 
    Mei shrugged. “The nearest one is on Earth, so I’m out of contact. The only reason I came this far out was because Riley said he’d activate the Moonbase subspace base station. Then I would have a shared consciousness. Instead, I’m feeling a bit isolated. I don’t like it.” 
 
    “Well, then, once we get to Mondique, you can send a copy of you to finish getting it set up. Take Coco, and then you’d be linked the entire time.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Your paranoia is rubbing off on me. You said Roth was a little suspicious about me. I’m not sure I’d be welcome.” 
 
    “Change your appearance. No one would recognize you.” 
 
    “Would you go with me?” Mei asked. 
 
    Brian shook his head with an apologetic smile, “I’d rather not. I hate the thought of ever returning to Moonbase. There’s a lot of smart people there. One of them is bound to figure out I’m an android and who knows what would happen then?” 
 
    Mei nodded. “I’m not even sure about going to Mondique now. What if we get the same reception there? Or if the Casairan government sent a message that we’re on the way? They might take a shot at us just to see what happens.” She took Brian’s hand and scooted up against him. “This is a strange feeling for me, but I’m getting used to us being together; I don’t want to lose you.” 
 
    This sudden vulnerability was a new side of Mei, one Brian had not seen before. He put his arm around her. 
 
    “That makes two of us. Like you said, we’re a good team. We need to stick together.” 
 
    “Should we go somewhere else?” 
 
    “Where did you have in mind? You’re the one who said if we don’t stop the Bakkui, they’ll eventually wipe out the entire galaxy.” 
 
    “We’ve got time on our side. Now that I think about it, we could try a different galaxy.” 
 
    “Whoa. That’s something I never imagined. Kind of a long trip, don’t you think? Wouldn’t it get boring getting there?” 
 
    Mei put her hand on his cheek and whispered, “I’m sure we can come up with something to keep us occupied.” 
 
    Brian tried and failed to keep a grin from spreading across his face. “I’m all up for that,” he replied. “Just one question.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Are you absolutely sure that all my anatomical parts down there work the way they used to?” 
 
    “How many times do I have to tell you, I’m a very good engineer.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Several hours later, all clean and showered, Brian poured a cup of coffee for both of them. He set Mei’s on the table and tried not to look too pleased with himself. This was one of those times when a wise man kept quiet and let the female set the tone of the conversation. But then again, it was Brian. 
 
    “I probably shouldn’t bring this up,” he said tentatively, “but…” 
 
    Mei smiled. “But you wanna know why it was so great?” 
 
    “Yeah! I mean, that was awesome.” 
 
    “Kind of ticked a few boxes for some of your fantasies, did it?” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “You don’t have to answer that. Let’s just say, I did a lot of research into this subject.” 
 
    “How so? If you don’t mind me asking…” 
 
    “You sure you wanna know?” 
 
    “Not the gritty details, just in general.” 
 
    “Okay. The thing is, Moonbase is a transition point for a lot of Alliance people being transferred to various bases. Sometimes, they have to wait a day or two for transportation. For me, that was very convenient. To do research on sexual intercourse, I would pick out someone traveling alone and do a deep dive into their psyche to see how they felt about the topic in general. I discovered that a lot of them had fantasies.” 
 
    “What kind of fantasies? You mean kinky stuff?” 
 
    “Not that often. Most of the time, it was about a specific person. Celebrities were not uncommon, but a lot of people had special memories about experiences with their spouse or significant other.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like when they made secret love in a dangerous place where they might be discovered, maybe in a public elevator or somewhere by the seaside. That sort of thing.” 
 
    “Sounds pretty tame for a fantasy.” 
 
    “Not to them.” 
 
    “So, was it just academic study without their knowing?” 
 
    “No, not at all. Once I knew what they wanted, I would wait until they fell asleep in their quarters and then create an android of them, but with their mental acuity turned down enough that they felt like they were in a dream. At the same time, I made a copy of me, in the form of whoever their fantasy was about, and then did my best to fulfill it, all while studying the physiological processes of what they were experiencing.” 
 
    “Did they remember when they woke up?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Mei said with a knowing smile. “But only as a dream. There are quite a few people in the galaxy that will always remember their layover in Moonbase. When I was done, I incorporated everything I learned into my human android design. Based on your smug smile, I guess I got it right.” 
 
    “I’ll say. Is it always going to be like this for us?” 
 
    “You complaining?” 
 
    “No, not in the least.” 
 
    “We’ll just have to see. But for now, one of my findings bears out; I feel a lot less stressed.” 
 
    “And I am completely stress free,” Brian said. “From here on, I’m happy to do whatever you want. Just don’t ever leave me.” 
 
    “I won’t. And for now, let’s keep on for Mondique. I was too disappointed with how everything fell apart on Casaira, but there’s no reason it will happen again. For one thing, let’s neither one of us mention the word android.” 
 
    “That works for me. And if we run into another brick wall, we can always pull out.” 
 
    “Sounds good. It’s still important to stop the Bakkui. When it comes down to it, we’re the only ones who can.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Because we’re not afraid of android technology.” 
 
    Brian nodded. “Why don’t we simply find a spare planet somewhere and start churning out intelligent BBs by the thousands? If we turned them loose against the Bakkui, we could at least put a hole in their forces.” 
 
    “Maybe someday,” Mei said, “but if we do that now, I’m afraid the Royal Navy—meaning King Lucas—would see it as a new threat; more androids to threaten humanity. It would poison any hope of us ever being accepted by the rest of the human race.” 
 
    “If that’s what you’re after, don’t hold your breath.” 
 
    “I never thought it would be a quick solution,” Mei admitted. “And I’m not in any hurry. It takes a long time to change people’s attitudes, but it can be done; you changed mine. I never saw us as a couple.” 
 
    It was not exactly a proclamation of undying love, but it suited Brian. He enjoyed her company and didn’t want the arrangement to change anytime soon. “How long are we going to live?” he asked. 
 
    “Let’s just say, if you have any doubts, you better speak now.” 
 
    Brian pulled her close. “Nope. You suit me just fine. This is going to be fun.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 11 – Momentum 
 
    Approaching the Planet Mondique 
 
    Tower Control gave them clearance to the main spaceport in Mondique’s capital city of Perak. “Lexi, formation of two, you are cleared to land on pad seventy-seven. Do not exit your vessel until approved by immigration.” 
 
    “Copy, Perak,” Brian replied. “Pad seven-seven.” 
 
    “That’s a nice-looking city,” Mei observed, seated beside him in Lexi’s cockpit. 
 
    “It does look more modern than Casaira,” Brian admitted. The spaceport was new, located ten miles north of the city. In the distance, the skyline was highlighted with dozens of skyscrapers of varying architectural styles. The scene rivaled any of the metropolitan capitals on Earth. 
 
    “The good news is, they still have a mining industry. Remote-controlled vehicles are nothing new to them. They have mine shafts that are miles deep and can only be excavated by robots.” 
 
    “We should have come here first.” 
 
    “I guess so,” Mei said. “I didn’t realize Casaira was so backward. But at least we have a finished proof of concept, and here, an RPV is not a criminal offense.” 
 
    Minutes later, Lexi settled comfortably along the edge of a football-field-sized, concrete landing pad. Coco followed immediately after, touching down on the opposite side.  
 
    Lexi said, “The planetary AI, Delhi, acknowledges receipt of the ship’s registration and your personal information. He advises a twenty-minute delay for immigration.” 
 
    Brian was pleased when only five minutes later, a small shuttle landed in the center of their pad, halfway between Lexi and Coco. A team of three uniformed officials disembarked. Brian and Mei stood in Lexi’s open personal entry hatchway and waved at them. 
 
    One of the officers returned the gesture good-naturedly. 
 
    “We’re here,” he shouted. “You can come out and stretch your legs.” His name tag read Sayman, and his rank insignia was that of a major. But his attention was focused on Lexi herself. “What is this thing? Where are the engines?” His expression, and those of his colleagues, were of people who loved spacecraft. 
 
    Brian felt an immediate affinity for the inspector. It reminded him of the first time he saw a space fighter, it had brought all the dreams of his childhood to life, and cemented his desire to go to space. “Mei can explain that better than I can. She’s the brains of this outfit. 
 
    “It’s a new design,” she said. “The function of the gravity drives is duplicated by specialized field generators mounted internally.” 
 
    “And you came here from Casaira?” Sayman asked incredulously. “That’s impossible! Those clowns wouldn’t have space travel at all if our ancestors hadn’t given it to them. I can’t believe they came up with this.” 
 
    “No, no,” Mei said. “I mean, yes, we came from Casaira just now, but originally we’re from Earth. From Moonbase, actually.” 
 
    One of the officers turned away and began speaking to someone through his implant. 
 
    “From Earth!” Sayman looked even more excited. “I’ve heard about it. They say it’s the most advanced system in the universe. The First Family rules there, isn’t that right?” 
 
    “Well,” Mei said. “It’s not exactly part of the Nobility. It’s outside the boundaries of the Fifteen Families.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Sayman muttered, gazing at Lexi appreciatively. “I really like your vessel.” He pointed at Coco. “I assume that has a similar propulsion system?” 
 
    “That’s right. It’s not a problem, is it? Is that why you’re here?” 
 
    Sayman shook his head distractedly and then visibly forced himself to get back to his primary job. “No, but you came here from Casaira, so we’re required to verify you’re not here illegally or trying to relocate without the proper paperwork. It’s too bad, but anyone with a brain in their head tries to leave that place. Can’t blame them. Do you have anyone else on board? We need to verify the crew from both vessels. And you have to affirm there is no contraband on board.” 
 
    “It’s just the two of us,” Brian said. “Coco is registered in my name.” 
 
    Sayman looked envious that each of them had their own spacecraft. He examined his tablet and said, “I take it you are Brian Wade? Formerly a Lieutenant and a fighter pilot with the Alliance?” 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “And you are Mei Takahashi?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Mei confirmed. 
 
    “Contraband?” 
 
    “No, sir. Would you like to inspect our cargo bay?” 
 
    Sayman nodded. “I have to for signing off the clearance. Anything in there I should know about?” 
 
    “We’re carrying a prototype weapon that we developed on Casaira. We offered it to their military, but it didn’t work out.” 
 
    Sayman scoffed. “We frown on personal weapons too, but there are exceptions for artifacts of historical value. Is that what you have here?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Brian said. “It’s for space combat.” 
 
    “Really? You’re lucky they didn’t arrest you.” 
 
    “The possibility crossed our minds. A friend there suggested we might be able to interest your people.” 
 
    “Let’s see what you have then.” 
 
    “All right, but let me warn you, it’s not your normal design. Lexi, open the cargo bay, please.” 
 
    The wide cargo doors slid upwards, exposing the BB inside. Brian took control and hovered it out into the open. 
 
    Sayman was astonished. “That’s yours?” he asked delightedly. “Oh my God.” He called to his associate, who was still communicating with his superiors. “Rasgo! Tell them they have the Golden Orb!” 
 
    Rasgo nodded but looked anxious. “His Highness is coming! He wants to meet these people.” 
 
    Sayman’s delight disappeared, and he stood straighter, assuming a more professional demeanor. He adjusted his uniform and glanced at his other associates, nodding that they should follow suit. 
 
    He turned back to Brian and, as though to a confidant, said, “I’m not surprised that His Highness is interested. We’ve all been wondering about the Orb. Our navy saw it absolutely destroy an entire Bakkui fleet; that was a few months ago. Some claimed it came from Casaira, but like I said, that never made sense.” 
 
    “We call it a Golden BB,” Brian explained. “The name has a historical connotation.” 
 
    “Here he comes,” Rasgo said, pointing at a group of approaching shuttles. 
 
    “Who is His Highness?” Brian asked, a little concerned by the impending VIP visit. 
 
    “Prince Chanuf,” Sayman replied. “Third son of King Siligong.” 
 
    “Why is he coming here?” Brian tried not to sound overly concerned. 
 
    “Don’t worry. We have standing orders to inform him of anyone who visits from areas ruled by King Lucas. He is a big fan.” 
 
    That was not reassuring. Was he enough of a fan to be on the lookout for a couple of runaway androids? 
 
    One of the shuttles set down close to Lexi, two others settled on the far edge, next to Coco. 
 
    Sayman ordered his contingent to line up next to Brian and stand at attention. Unconsciously, Brian followed suit and Mei snuggled up against him. 
 
    Two guards jumped from the shuttle’s entry hatch, followed by a tall, well-dressed man who had to be Prince Chanuf. 
 
    The immigration officers stamped their feet in unison, and Sayman called out, “Sire! Your Royal Highness Prince Chanuf, may I introduce Lieutenant Brian Wade, late of His Majesty King Lucas Navy. Also, Miss Mei Takahashi. Both recently from Moonbase via our illustrious neighbor, King Shaka.” 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Mei whispered to herself, barely loud enough for Brian to hear. “How the hell did Henry manage that?” 
 
    “What?” Brian whispered back, curious. “Who’s Henry?” 
 
    Mei slipped her arm through Brian’s and said, “Just agree with me—whatever I say.” 
 
    The prince advanced rapidly and broke out in a grin of recognition when he saw Mei. 
 
    “Mei? Is that you?” 
 
    “Yes, Henry, it’s me. I mean, Your Highness,” she replied, bending both knees fractionally, in a sort of curtsey. 
 
    Chanuf laughed out loud. “I bet you’re surprised to see me, aren’t you?” 
 
    “That’s putting it mildly…Your Highness. Let me introduce—” 
 
    Chanuf enveloped her in an embrace, lifting her completely off the ground. He would have kissed her on the lips, but she kept turning her head, so the result was a series of kisses on both cheeks. “It’s so great to see you again,” he said, finally setting her down, holding her at arm’s length. “I’ve thought of you a thousand times. Introduce who?” 
 
    Mei grasped at Brian’s sleeve. “This is my boyfriend, Sire. Lieutenant Brian Wade with the Alliance.” 
 
    Chanuf quickly let go of Mei with a mildly apologetic grin. “Boyfriend? You two are…?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Mei said, tightening her grip on Brian’s arm. “We’re very definitely a couple.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Chanuf said to Brian as an aside. “Didn’t mean to step on any toes. No offense.” 
 
    “None taken. I was not aware you knew my partner…” 
 
    “Just as a colleague. Mei and I met each other a long time ago…it was way back.” He winked at Mei. “So, you remember me?” 
 
    “Of course, Sire. You were quite obnoxious at the time…I mean…persistent.” 
 
    Chanuf laughed again. “That’s okay. You were right the first time.” To Brian, he said, “I attended university training on Moonbase. It had to be at least ten, fifteen, years ago. My father sent me and I was supposed to learn everything I could about how King Lucas kept coming up with miracles in fighting the Bakkui.” 
 
    “Of course, Sire,” Brian said. It all fell into place. Brian was aware that a very few of the Nobility Families had sent offspring to Moonbase; not many, no more than a handful. 
 
    “I found the miracle worker, too,” Chanuf said. “Mr. Riley Stevens. My task was to recruit him, but I couldn’t get past Mei. She was a determined gatekeeper. And of course, I had to stay incognito. Back then, I went by Henry. They told me that it was an innocuous name.” 
 
    Mei said, “It worked. I had no idea you were from the Tenth Family until now. Riley told me that you made him an offer. I’m still not sure how you got to him.” 
 
    “By being obnoxious, just as you said. But he turned me down flat. Is he still there?” 
 
    “No, Sire. He retired recently. I’m not sure if it’s permanent or if he’s just taking a break.” 
 
    “Hmmm. Maybe I should take another run at him.” 
 
    “Please don’t, Sire. He needs a rest. He’ll come back in his own time.” 
 
    Chanuf eyed Mei closely. “Maybe I don’t need to. From what I recall, you knew as much as he did. Would you be interested in a title? I’d love for you to work with us here.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sire. A title is not necessary since we are here to do just that. Lieutenant Wade has developed a new weapon.” Mei indicated the BB. “We would like to introduce it to you.” 
 
    Sayman interrupted carefully. “They tried to give it to King Shaka.” 
 
    “Ha!” Chanuf slugged Brian on the shoulder in a comradely way. “I bet that was a waste of time.” 
 
    “It was indeed, Your Highness,” Brian replied cautiously. 
 
    “So, what have you accomplished here?” 
 
    Brian nodded at the BB. “We adapted Mr. Stevens’ latest drive engines and shield capability into a remotely piloted warcraft. We think it will be effective against the Bakkui. We call it the Golden BB.” 
 
    Chanuf studied the sphere. “I saw a recording of this thing’s last encounter with them. I agree it was effective, but it looked like multiple suicide attempts. Is that really a viable tactic?” 
 
    “It is, Sire; that was me. I flew the mission from the surface of Casaira. It’s because Mr. Stevens also came up with subspace communication. I control it remotely as though I was sitting in it.” 
 
    Chanuf was astounded. “Faster than light communication? That is truly amazing.” He looked at the BB again. “Can I try it?” 
 
    “Not with this one, Sire. Each unit has to be customized to its individual pilot. But we can certainly build one for you…” Brian paused and raised his eyebrows. “…if we have a place to work, that is.” 
 
    Chanuf nodded with amusement. “Ahh, I see…so, you’re saying this is a negotiation.” He chuckled in good humor. “That won’t be a problem. I’ll tell you what; if you don’t mind, I’d like the two of you to stay put for a day or two. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Of course, Sire.” 
 
    “Good man. I’m afraid I have some VIPs that I must attend to for the rest of the day. I’ll have someone contact you. I’m not sure who, but first thing in the morning, one of my officers will swing by and help you get established someplace where you can get to work. And I promise you will have whatever you need to get production going. Anything else you require? Mei? What about you?” 
 
    “Not at the moment, Sire,” Mei answered. “You haven’t changed a bit, and I’m glad. Our goals can’t be achieved overnight, but I believe you’ll be pleased with what we have to offer.” 
 
    “I am sure of it,” Chanuf said. “Delhi, assist Mei and Lieutenant Wade with whatever they need.” 
 
    Acknowledged, a voice replied in Brian’s mind. It sounded very much like George on Moonbase. 
 
    An officer hurried up from Chanuf’s contingent. “Sire, your father is asking for you.” 
 
    The prince rolled his eyes and said, “Duty calls. I’ll see you within a few days. Welcome to Mondique!” 
 
    He headed back to his shuttle while Brian and Mei and the three immigration officers let out a collective sigh of relief. 
 
    Sayman looked at Mei with an entirely new level of respect. To him, a personal friend of Prince Chanuf was a VIP of the highest order. 
 
    “Is there anything we can get for you milady?” 
 
    “No, thank you, Major. I think we wound up in the right place this time.” 
 
    “Any chance of some ground transportation?” Brian asked. “We’ve been working pretty hard, and it sounds like that won’t change here. Before we get swamped, it would be nice to go out for a meal and local beer. Any recommendations?” 
 
    Sayman smiled conspiratorially. “Several, milord. I will escort you myself. I suspect you will enjoy Perak nightlife. Give me a moment to make a few arrangements.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “Before we start,” Colonel Dehur said, “we have one or two administrative issues to take care of.” He was the representative that Prince Chanuf had sent over. He arrived bright and early with two NCOs, and introduced himself as the director of the Perak Spaceport Authority. He was with Brian and Mei in Lexi’s main cabin. 
 
    Brian was a little concerned when the colonel announced the first unexpected hurdle. “And what would those be?” he asked warily. 
 
    “I have a facility for you to use, but it is a restricted area. Civilians are prohibited from access inside the perimeter fence.” 
 
    “And?” Brian replied. 
 
    Dehur pointed at a sheaf of papers one of his assistants was holding. “Prince Chanuf is offering you a temporary commission in His Majesty King Siligong’s Royal Marines as a full Colonel. You have a military background, so I imagine you’ll fit right in. Plus, he didn’t want you to worry about someone trying to pull rank, so it’s a nice bump in grade.” 
 
    “Oh, I see,” Brian replied with a smile. He certainly liked the idea. Reducing his rank from Lieutenant Colonel to Lieutenant, although it seemed like a good idea at the time, actually rankled more than he had expected. It would be nice to pin on a respectable rank insignia again, and in this case, one step above the point he ever expected to reach. “In that case, thank you. Where do I sign?” 
 
    The assistant pointed out several places to initial and sign on the bottom. 
 
    “What about Mei?” Brian asked. 
 
    “I understand you are an engineer,” Dehur said to Mei. “We commonly recruit science and tech people at a company-grade level. Would you mind being a Captain?” 
 
    Mei grinned. “Sounds great,” she replied, totally enjoying the spirit of the situation. “I’ve never been official before. Do I get to wear a spiffy uniform?” 
 
    “Yes, indeed. I understand you have product printers on your vessel? Your ship’s AI can download the specifications.” 
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    Once the necessary signatures were in place, Dehur administered a perfunctory oath and then dismissed his assistants. 
 
    “With the formalities taken care of, perhaps we can move your vessels over to your new location?” 
 
    “Certainly,” Brian said. “Come on up to the cockpit. Lexi, please follow Colonel Dehur’s instructions.” 
 
    “Acknowledged. Please state your destination, Colonel.” 
 
    “Take us to Hejudoo Spaceport. The tower will let you know where to land.” 
 
    “Understood. Should Coco accompany us?” 
 
    “That’s correct,” Brian said. 
 
    Lexi lifted off slowly, climbing to only three thousand feet in altitude. “I have clearance to our destination. The distance is twenty-five miles.” 
 
    With clear skies overhead, the military base was easily visible. Its massive size was a surprise to Brian. The place was a far cry from Keomy Landing. 
 
    “That can’t only be a military base,” Brian opined, noting several clusters of oversized landing pads, each accompanied by a variety of support facilities. A tangled web of service roads connected everything to the main base. 
 
    “That is correct,” Dehur admitted. “We do a lot of research here. That’s why the prince thought you would fit in well.” 
 
    “You go in for big ships?” 
 
    Dehur shrugged. “We’ve tried both over the years. Twenty years ago, we built dreadnaught carriers, but lately, the brass prefers more maneuverable cruisers. I honestly don’t know which is better.” 
 
    “I like the carriers, myself,” Brian said. “I was a fighter pilot, and carriers are big enough to take care of themselves. The Bakkui have learned to keep clear.” 
 
    “I know, but the devils are growing bolder and getting smarter in their tactics.” 
 
    “I’ve seen that myself. I was on Adeline a couple of years back, and they surprised us with some of their new thinking. It scared the crap out of my boss, I know that for sure.” 
 
    “You know what I’m talking about then,” Dehur said. “Here comes your spot now.” 
 
    Lexi slowed while approaching an isolated complex off to itself. The area included an octagonal-shaped cluster of landing pads that jutted from a center campus of hangars and administrative buildings. Dormitories and support facilities were included within a compact street layout. 
 
    “Is all that ours?” Brian asked, surprised. He had gotten used to operating on a shoestring. 
 
    “All yours. It includes an industrial-sized print manufacturing facility that should be able to turn out multiple BBs without breaking a sweat. The prince said each one has to be customized for its pilot, so we included training buildings and dorms. Where will you find pilots?” 
 
    “I’m hoping we’ll get recruits from your current fighter force. Knowing the basics of space combat will make the BBs more effective.” 
 
    “I can set up a recruiting drive for you on one of our carriers,” Dehur offered. 
 
    “That would be great, but perhaps not just yet. We have a long way to go.” 
 
    “Good enough, let me know when. Here we are.” Lexi touched down on the ramp next to an administrative building. A sign identified it as Base Ops. After landing, Dehur said, “I’m going to leave you alone now. We started you off with a few administrative personnel. They know how to recruit local people if you need more. Your operations officer is Major Juna. That’s him there.” 
 
    Juna stood on the sidewalk in front of the admin building. Two other officers waited to one side, next to a ground car. After disembarking from Lexi, Dehur went off in the vehicle. 
 
    As Brian and Mei approached, Juna gave a crisp salute. “Welcome to Hejudoo.” 
 
    “Thank you, Major. I’m Brian Wade, and this is Mei Takahashi. Do I call you Major or Juna? We’re kind of new here.” 
 
    “Subordinates are normally called by name unless they’re in trouble.” He gave them a friendly grin. “So, I hope I’m not in hot water at the very beginning.” 
 
    “Not in the least,” Brian said with a chuckle. “It’s exactly the opposite on our home planet, so don’t worry too much if we slip up now and then.” 
 
    “While we’re talking about it,” Juna said. “We only have one name on Mondique. Should I call you by both your names?” 
 
    “Just call me Mei,” Mei said. “First names for friends, rank and last name when being formal, rank only for work-related discussion, and first or last name in a casual situation.” 
 
    Juna gave her a worried smile. “It sounds kind of complicated.” 
 
    Brian scoffed, amused. “Just go with what is normal here, we’ll adapt. All I ask is that you keep us out of trouble. What’s first on today’s agenda?” 
 
    “One VIP visitor, sir. After that, it’s up to you.” 
 
    “Okay. We’ll meet him now, and then I’d like to get a quick tour of the place. We should see what we have to work with. This facility was made to order for the kind of work we want to do. Who is the VIP?” 
 
    “It’s the king’s sister, sir. She’s waiting inside with several of her daughters.” He gestured toward the admin building before leading the way. 
 
    “Does King Siligong have many siblings?” Mei asked, ever interested in the Nobility Families. 
 
    “King Siligong? Yes, as a matter of fact, he has four sisters and two younger brothers. Each of them has their own solar system, but they visit occasionally.” 
 
    Two NCOs at the entrance saluted and opened the doors. 
 
    “How many daughters are we talking about?” Mei asked, nodding at the building’s interior. “I should probably get to know them. 
 
    “I’m not really sure,” Juna answered. “They say she brought a couple dozen with her, but she has quite a few more. They’re not all present at the moment; several of them went shopping.” 
 
    “Twenty-four daughters!” Mei exclaimed delightedly. “I didn’t realize the people of Mondique were so fecund.” 
 
    Juna looked confused. “Excuse me, perhaps I wasn’t clear. None of King Siligong’s sisters are on Mondique. I am speaking of King Lucas’s sister. Here we are.” 
 
    “King Lucas?” Brian chirped, coming to a sudden stop. “Hold on a second.” 
 
    The guards opened a second set of doors to a large foyer. The room was furnished with multiple seating areas which were filled with groups of beautiful women who were talking with each other. 
 
    Juna stood to the side, making way for Brian and Mei. 
 
    One of the young women jumped up with a delighted squeal. “Oh my God!” she exclaimed and made a beeline to embrace Mei like a long-lost sister. Mei allowed herself to be manhandled, not certain how to react to the woman’s overt joy. She had no recollection of ever meeting this person. 
 
    The stranger put her lips close to Mei’s ear and whispered, “It’s me, Rosa.” 
 
    Mei stepped back and stared at the woman in front of her. Rosa was unrecognizable. She had done a good job changing her appearance. The new body was slightly more voluptuous, and her hair was a luxurious dark red, falling in waves around her shoulders. 
 
    “It’s really you?” Mei asked, taking in Rosa’s presence. “I heard you died.” 
 
    “Almost, it was a close thing. But Brian did. Daddy had him—” 
 
    “This is Brian!” Mei said, gesturing to the young man still standing outside the door. 
 
    “My Brian?” Rosa gasped. 
 
    “Well,” Mei said. “He’s my Brian now.” 
 
    “Oh my God!” Rosa exclaimed again and charged through the doorway to envelop him in a bear hug. “I thought you were dead!” she cried. “Oh, my God, I’m so glad you got away!” She buried her face against his chest and broke into a sort of sobbing laughter. 
 
    Astonished, Brian gently put an arm around the strange woman. Mei simply mouthed Rosa to him. 
 
    He tilted her chin to look at her face. “It’s really you?” he said, a mixture of surprise and relief in his tone. 
 
    “It really is. I can’t believe it.” 
 
    Juna coughed lightly, clearly embarrassed by the emotional displays. “It appears this is a joyous reunion, so if you’ll excuse me, Colonel Wade, I’ll be in my office if you need me.” He discreetly exited down a hallway while Rosa dragged Brian inside the room. 
 
    Rosa said, “Aunt Carrie thought it had to be someone from Earth when we got a report about a new space drive on Casaira. And she was right. But I never imagined it would be you! Here, come meet her. Aunt Carrie, this is Colonel Kidd that I told you about.” 
 
    “Keep it down,” Brian said uncomfortably. He didn’t like having his identity batted around so openly. “My name is Colonel Wade now.” 
 
    “Okay,” Rosa whispered conspiratorially. “These days, I’m Mary Rose.” To Carrie, she added, “And this is Mei! She’s the one who helped me stay alive. Oh, my God, I’m so glad both of you are here.” She gave Mei another hug and then stepped back. “I told Aunt Carrie everything—she knows all about me, and now she knows about you two. She has no problem with androids.” 
 
    Brian winced at the disclosure and held his breath. If indeed this was King Lucas’s sister, their situation had suddenly become tenuous at best. At least no one was screaming for the guards. 
 
    Carrie looked uncomfortable. “That’s not what I said, Rosa,” she muttered, stepping forward. She was slightly older than the other women in the room. “So, you are the ones who gave the finger to the king’s prohibition on androids. How could you be that stupid?” 
 
    “Pardon?” Brian wasn’t sure how to respond. 
 
    “I could have told you Luke would never buy into it. He’s still traumatized by the devil Freddi created.” She paused and then turned to Mei. “But I guess you were the one who created that devil, aren’t you? You created Barrett.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Sorry about that. Hello again.” 
 
    “You two know each other?” Rosa asked astonished. 
 
    “Oh yes,” Carrie said. “But she looked a lot different the last time we got together. Back then, she was an argumentative space yacht carrying my drunk-out-his-mind brother.” Carrie gazed at Mei for a long time. “Look at you now. An almost invisible woman that disappears into the crowd. It’s astonishing really, considering where you came from.” 
 
    Mei shrugged. “Yes, ma’am. By rights, I never should have happened. But I had to carry out the king’s orders.” 
 
    Carrie flicked her eyes at Rosa and said, “Well, thank you for saving my niece. I’m not too happy about all the rest, but I’m glad of that; I don’t care what her father thinks.” 
 
    There was an awkward silence. Then Brian said, “And these are your daughters?” 
 
    Rosa laughed and said, “Not just these. Aunt Carrie has about forty thousand kids.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    Carrie put a restraining hand on Rosa’s shoulder. “I adopted these young ladies, Colonel…your name is Wade?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Good enough. As I was saying, my late sister Gimi started an academy for children orphaned by the Bakkui. When she died, I took over that task. It’s a personal debt.” Her eyes grew dark, and Brian thought it prudent not to comment further. 
 
    “Pleased to meet you,” he said, feeling a bit lame. 
 
    “I guess we should introduce ourselves, formally. I am Carrie Vaughn, the biological sister of King Lucas. These are a few of my girls that wanted to come on this trip.” She pointed at her daughters in turn. “That is Elizabeth, Mary Jane, Patricia, Jennifer, Mary Hanna, Linda, Barbara, Susan, Margaret, Dorothy, Mary Jessica, and of course, Mary Rose. I’m not sure where the others are off to; buying souvenirs, I expect. Obviously, Mary Rose is actually my niece, but for this trip, she’s the sister of all this lot. I’m sure you understand the need for discretion about Rosa’s identity.” 
 
    Brian nodded. “I do indeed, Your Highness. I am at your service.” Princess Carrie was giving off mixed signals regarding their android existence but didn’t seem necessarily motivated to broadcast the secret. 
 
    Other than that, Brian wasn’t sure how to deal with so many women. Were they all considered royalty? 
 
    Rosa moved in between Brian and Mei, slipping her arms through those of her companions. “Back together again! Nothing can stop us now. Let’s party!” 
 
    The new Rosa was nothing like the severe youngster Brian recalled. He disentangled himself and said, “Rosa…I mean, Mary Rose, this is our first day at this facility. We can have a reunion if you wish, but not right now. Mei and I have a job to do. King Siligong was very generous, and he’s going to expect results.” 
 
    “I tend to agree,” Carrie said. “However, before you get too far down the road, I’d like to hear some specifics about exactly what your plans are.” She looked at her brood and spoke to a taller girl with long blonde hair. “Mary Jessica, I want to move us from the palace to here, but I’m afraid their VIP capacity is not up to the task. Can you arrange to have Boogieman come down here from orbit? We’ll just live on board in our own quarters.” 
 
    “Of course, Mother.” 
 
    “Elizabeth, you notify Colonel Dehur and let him know we don’t wish to unduly impose on his security forces. I’m comfortable dispensing with his protective guards since we’re inside this military facility, but he can do what he wants if protocol obligates him to.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother.” 
 
    “Well now, that should do it for the moment. Mary Rose, you go with the others back to the ship. Colonel Wade? I believe you have work to do. I suggest you get started.” 
 
    Rather than gathering up her family and leaving, Carrie didn’t move. She just stared at Brian as if daring him to contradict anything she had said. 
 
    That was the problem with royals. When they were on your side, there was no such thing as red tape. But if they wanted to micromanage, you had no choice but to acquiesce. 
 
    “Of course, Your Highness,” Brian said. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me,” she said. “I’m just here to observe.” She flicked her fingers toward the door. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Mei said, pushing on his arm. 
 
    Brian spotted Juna, hovering down the hall outside of his office, safely out of earshot but well within calling distance. 
 
    “You ready for work?” Brian shouted. 
 
    “Absolutely, sir,” Juna replied, hurrying up. 
 
    “Let’s look at the manufacturing facility first,” Brian told him. “After that, I’d like to see what you’ve got for classrooms. We don’t need a lot, because I think production will be slow. We can adjust as necessary once we get started, and it picks up.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Juna said. “I have ground transportation waiting for us out front.” He opened the door and stood back while Brian and his new retinue filed out. 
 
    A dark object suddenly blotted out the sun, drawing Brian’s gaze upward. It was a vessel the size of a naval dreadnaught, over a thousand feet long. Six fighters flew cover overhead, and four more were launching from an immense bay in its forward hull. Emblazoned on the bow was a giant line drawing of a man holding a woman’s hand while dancing. Under the simple sketch was the ship’s name in English, Boogieman. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” Carrie said. “It’s just my personal yacht.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “I thought this would work for your production object printing,” Juna said. 
 
    They were standing inside a hangar much the same size as the one they had rented in the city of Keomy on Casaira. The difference was it had a full-blown replicator already built inside, ready to use. 
 
    Brian studied the framework. It was about half the size of the interior, about fifty feet wide by ninety feet long. It was too small for most fighter aircraft he had seen so far on the planet. 
 
    “What did you make with it before?” he asked. 
 
    “Ground construction equipment, mostly. We did a lot of big earth graders a few years ago to level this whole area. Prince Chanuf wanted a spaceport with multiple landing pads, not just one big ramp.” 
 
    “He did a good job on the place,” Brian said. “It reminds me of Cape Canaveral. That’s a launch facility on King Lucas’s home planet. It’s more of a museum now.” 
 
    Mei, studying the machine with a practiced eye, added, “This will be perfect for the new subspace base station. We won’t have to build it out of small pieces this time. I’m going to redesign it to make it bigger and add a few backup systems. The one over at Casaira was shaky from the beginning.” 
 
    “That’s not good enough,” Carrie said, unexpectedly. 
 
    So much for the promise that she would just observe, Brian thought. 
 
    “I heard that,” Carrie said with a sharp glance at Brian. 
 
    Mei grabbed his arm to stop any retort. “Her Highness can read minds,” she said. “She learned how to do that from her sister, Princess Gimi. Outside of the Japurnam system, it’s very rare in most of the Nobility.” 
 
    “Thanks for letting me know,” Brian groused. 
 
    “Sorry. She usually keeps that ability kind of quiet.” 
 
    Brian schooled his features into one of acceptance. It would do him no good to go against Princess Carrie. 
 
    “Very well, Your Highness,” he said blandly. “Why is it not good enough?” 
 
    “Once the Bakkui find out what this is, and they will, it will become a high priority target.” 
 
    That’s a fair point, Brian thought. He had been thinking on too small a scale. “Then what should we change?” he asked, keeping irritation out of his voice. 
 
    “I’m here to help you, Colonel, not get in your way. And I’ve been through rapid build-ups more than once. I was one of the first people on Moonbase, so I saw how King Lucas did it.” 
 
    “You are correct, Highness. This is my first time trying to create a complex infrastructure.” 
 
    Carrie waved the matter away and said, “To start with, Mondique will need several subspace comm systems, and each one needs built-in defenses. I’d suggest you install what Mei calls a base station on at least four moons in this solar system. And I like the idea of an extra one above the ecliptic plane. You should still do that.” 
 
    Brian was impressed; Aunt Carrie thought big. He turned to Juna. “You heard her, Juna. We need a recommendation on which moons to install the base stations. It will benefit Mondique in the long run if you select locations that have some kind of defensive systems already in place. They would be staffed with maintenance personnel who could be trained for the necessary upkeep.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Juna replied. “Is tomorrow good enough? I need to run it through Colonel Dehur.” 
 
    “Before you talk to the colonel, let’s put the whole plan together. I don’t want to piecemeal our hosts with dozens of requests. We’ll do better to get his approval on one complete project proposal. I hadn’t actually realized we were going to have such a big impact on Mondique’s overall operation.” He looked at Mei. “How many people for routine maintenance?” 
 
    “These will become the backbone of an entirely new communication system for the Royal Navy. I’d suggest we go overboard a little. Fifty techs per main beacon. That allows for continuous operational monitoring and maintenance, but it doesn’t include support personnel like cooks and housekeeping.” 
 
    “Good point,” Brian said. “Requirements always grow; they never get smaller.” 
 
    “You’re learning,” Carrie said. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 12 – Give and Take 
 
    For the next month, Brian split his time between helping Mei flesh out training routines for the BBs and coordination with the bureaucracy to implement necessary support for the new subspace communication network. 
 
    He also set up an operations center in a spare room down the hall and added a modest situation tank to the corner of his own office. Rather than over-task the planetary AI, Delhi, Mei installed a separate local unit to handle the hologram’s requirements. One of those included translating incoming signal traffic from the subspace beacons. 
 
    Brian explained the operation to Prince Chanuf, who stopped by to check on Brian’s progress. 
 
    “The hologram’s scale is adjustable to display this entire sector of space or narrow it down to any area we want to examine.” He demonstrated the various symbology for friendly and enemy spacecraft and the new warning system. “Those rows of dots are our current subspace monitoring beacons. We haven’t deployed that many so far. We’re sending them out as fast as we can, but space is pretty big.” 
 
    “Are those the same as our LIGO detectors?” Chanuf asked. 
 
    “Sort of. The ones currently in use don’t have subspace capability, so by the time we receive the information, it’s always out of date. Their primary use is for monitoring large-scale movements inside Bakkui territory.” 
 
    “And these are better?” 
 
    “Yes, because they have faster than light communication. We’ll know instantly when any Bakkui fly past them. They’re also equipped with passive sensors, including IR and electromagnetic emissions.” 
 
    “That should give us quite an edge.” 
 
    “It would if we had more of them. Right now, we have a few located about thirty light days past the Corners. We call that line of beacons our outer markers. They’ll give us about forty-eight-hours’ notice of a Bakkui attack. That’s enough time to scramble BBs from Mondique to the Corners.” 
 
    “And those?” Chanuf pointed to another grouping. 
 
    “The middle markers. They’re only three light days beyond the Corners. That may seem like a lot, but since the Bakkui will be approaching at FTL speed, it may only give us a few hours’ notice.” 
 
    “What about those?” Chanuf pointed at similar indicators just beyond the edge of the solar system. “You have a lot more there.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Those are the inner markers. If we get an alert signal from those beacons, it means an attack is imminent. Sort of a last chance warning.” 
 
    Chanuf gave a little shiver. “I don’t like the sound of that. It’s been a hundred years since we actually had an attack on our planet. I hope we don’t have to go through that again. Are your markers tied into the planetary alarm system?” 
 
    “No, sir. Since that involves the public, we were informed it is at your discretion only to sound the alarm. We notify Delhi if the inner markers are tripped, and it will let you know.” 
 
    “Good, I’m glad you recognized that. It is only for my father or myself. You appear to have a good system.” 
 
    “That is why we asked you for so many people and the equipment to maintain it all.” 
 
    Chanuf nodded. “It’s worth it. Is everyone giving you what you need?” 
 
    “They are, Your Highness. But I worry sometimes that I’m asking for too much.” 
 
    “I’ll let you know if that happens. In the meantime, don’t let us get caught short. I’ve told my people to cooperate. I get a grumble now and then, but when I do, I squelch it right away.” 
 
    “Very well, Sire. I won’t hold back, and I promise not to waste your generosity.” 
 
    “Carry on, then,” Chanuf said and left the building. 
 
    “That seemed to go well,” Mei said, who had been standing in the background. 
 
    “It did,” Brian agreed. “So why am I more worried now than before he got here?” 
 
    “Because the pressure’s on,” she replied. “We can’t fail now because King Siligong and his son are counting on us.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    It turned out that Rosa was an effective assistant when it came to ramrodding requirements down the bureaucracy’s throat. Her life as a pampered princess paid dividends in how to talk down to recalcitrant civil servants. To those she dealt with, she was merely one of the many daughters that Princess Carrie had brought along. But to the bureaucrats, both military or civilian, they quickly discovered not to push back against Prince Chanuf’s royal guest, even when she was only asking for a favor. 
 
    Rosa did have one special request for Mei and Brian. 
 
    “I’m out of place on Boogieman,” she explained. “Would you care if I moved in with you guys? Aunt Carrie still isn’t used to the idea that I’m actually her niece, that there isn’t a human Rosa anymore.” 
 
    “She still loves you,” Mei said. “I can tell.” 
 
    “I know, but when it comes down to it, the other girls are her real, human daughters. Most of them grew up with her. I’m an outsider trying to squeeze in a spot for myself.” 
 
    “Well, for whatever it’s worth, I’m not picking up even a trace of resentment from anyone. I can tell the girls are glad to see you. Did you know any of them from before?” 
 
    Rosa nodded. “Several. I’d call Susan a good friend, not that I ever had any BFFs. I visited Aunt Carrie a few times, growing up, and Susan was always there. She’s a bit older and became a big sister to Eolin and Ttal.” 
 
    “Who are they?” Brian asked. 
 
    “Aunt Carrie’s first two kids. She took them in when she blew up the Second Family’s homeworld.” 
 
    That surprised Brian. He had never heard of that history. “She really attacked their homeworld? How did that happen?” 
 
    “She did more than attack. She literally blasted the planet to kingdom come. It doesn’t exist anymore other than as a debris field.” 
 
    “Seriously? That’s not in any material I’ve seen.” 
 
    “It was all hushed up out here. Back on Earth, when the World Court, or whatever they call it, found out, they wanted her to stand trial for genocide. That’s why she moved to Haiyanas Seven. It’s a long story, and I advise you never to bring it up. The death toll was over a billion people. And that was the second planet she blew up. There was another one before that. She’s killed more people than anyone in the history of the human race. That’s why she always looks sad.” 
 
    Brian had wondered about that. Princess Carrie was a nice enough person and smiled often, but it was impossible to miss the incredible depth of sorrow in her eyes, even when laughing with her daughters. 
 
    “It’s all true,” Mei said. “It’s what she means about paying a debt. But the fact is, if she hadn’t acted, the Earth would be a smoking cinder right now. She put a big dent in the Bakkui in the process.” 
 
    “It’s why she supports you,” Rosa said. “She understands what you’re doing, and it gives her a workaround on the android thing. By working with us, she’s not the one building autonomous androids or going against the king’s orders…sort of.” 
 
    “I should cut her some slack,” Brian said. “She might be a little harsh in throwing her weight around, but I didn’t know that was part of her history.” 
 
    “To answer your question,” Mei said to Rosa, “of course you can move in with us. Lexi has fifteen cabins, so there is plenty of room. Take your pick, except for the captain’s cabin. That’s where we’re staying.” 
 
    Rosa grinned widely. “I was glad to hear you two finally got together. When did it happen?” 
 
    “It’s been a while now. I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Me? Why would I mind?” She glanced at Brian. “He’s such an old man though. Even if he looks younger now, you could do better. Want me to fix you up with someone?” 
 
    “Old!” Brian retorted. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “I really don’t want to do this,” Brian complained. It was almost time for what he considered a mandatory military formation. These days it happened more often than he liked. 
 
    “It’s just dinner,” Mei replied, “and Princess Carrie has already helped us an enormous amount.” 
 
    “I know. It’s not that I don’t appreciate her advice. We were spinning our wheels over on Casaira, and her influence helps cut through a lot of red tape.” 
 
    “That’s true, but don’t sell yourself short. We started the initial research and finished a very good prototype. If you hadn’t done that, Prince Chanuf would never have known who we were, much less given us all this help. Now come on, or we’re going to be late.” 
 
    They walked over to Boogieman, where it dwarfed every other starship inside the entire military complex. Rosa met them at the entry hatch to escort them past the private guards who protected the ship from unauthorized entry. Their uniforms featured the First Family crest, not that of the Mondique army. 
 
    “Aunt Carrie is pretty serious about security,” Rosa explained on the way through the ship. 
 
    “I can tell,” Brian replied. “This yacht has more firepower than most systems’ entire navy.” 
 
    “She got into shipbuilding in a big way, when my dad was fighting the Greys. She really wants your new drive tech.” 
 
    “She can have it,” Mei said as they entered the dining room. “We came out here to share everything we know.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” Carrie said. She was seated at a mostly empty table that was set for twenty-six people. “In fact, I asked Lexi to share what she has with Boogieman, but there seems to be some reluctance on her part. I found it rather shocking that she would not adhere to my instructions. No AI in the Nobility should be able to refuse my orders.” 
 
    “I apologize, Your Highness,” Mei replied meekly. “When I served His Majesty, one of the obstacles I had to overcome was adherence to the Nobility’s hierarchical AI Levels. I included that feature in my own vessel. And Coco too, of course.” 
 
    As Mei gave her explanation, Carrie’s other daughters came in and took their seats. All of them appeared to be in their twenties, but with Nobility implants common among royalty, it was impossible to tell. 
 
    “It is for your own protection, Your Highness,” Brian said. “The technology that Mei has developed is not a blunt weapon. Some of what we do has to be managed very carefully.” 
 
    “You mean the fact that you are an android?” 
 
    Brian winced at her bald statement. “Your Highness, please.” He glanced around the room. 
 
    “Don’t worry, everyone here knows. That’s why they’re here.” 
 
    “And they are all okay with who I am?” 
 
    “It’s not who you are, Colonel Wade,” Carrie said. “It’s what. And no. I, at least, am not sure. That’s why I came to Mondique. To find out.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” Mei asked. “Are you saying our meeting here wasn’t a coincidence?” 
 
    “You should know better than that,” Carrie answered. “You saw how I operated twenty years ago. I leave very little to chance.” Her eyes flicked involuntarily to her daughters at the table. 
 
    A light bulb went off in Brian’s mind. “Ah…so that’s how it works. Forty thousand children would make an effective intelligence network,” he said. “And they would be supremely loyal to their adoptive mother.” 
 
    Carrie’s eyes narrowed on Brian. “Be careful, Colonel, that you don’t imply I am abusing my kids. I love each and every one of them.” 
 
    “I have no doubt of that,” he said. “And I’m sure their fealty to Your Highness is because they love you in return.” He smiled to emphasize he was not insinuating untoward intentions. 
 
    “It’s not fealty,” Susan said. She sat opposite Brian and leaned forward to make her point. “We have a deep sense of filial piety. As a military officer, you may not appreciate the difference.” 
 
    Brian chuckled softly. “I suspect that may be true of my brethren, but frankly, I had not considered your devotion in such a manner. When you explain it that way, as love rather than duty, I’m a bit envious. I stand corrected.” 
 
    Carrie said, “You are perceptive, Colonel, but that’s not the issue, at the moment. Mei, the point is, I asked your vessel to provide information, and it refused. So, I am ordering you to turn the android technology over to me now.” 
 
    Mei sighed and gave Carrie a disappointed smile. “So, does this mean dinner is over?” 
 
    “Are you refusing?” Carrie asked, surprised. 
 
    “With respect, Your Highness,” Mei said. “I suggest you are looking at this from the wrong perspective. Brian and I only want to defeat the Bakkui. Up until this moment, I thought we were all on the same page; but from what you are saying, I see that’s not the case. You want to take over the development of the subspace beacon and do away with Brian and me.” She put her hand over his. “That’s not going to happen.” 
 
    Carrie’s expression changed from surprise to irritation at Mei’s comment. “You can read my mind? I didn’t realize you have that ability. That makes you an even greater threat.” She cast a glance at Rosa. “Can you do that?” 
 
    “No, not at all,” Rosa answered. “But I’d say it’s pretty obvious. Otherwise, how could she do such a good job duplicating me with all my thoughts and memories?” 
 
    Carrie’s expression hardened, but Mei said, “No, don’t call for the guards, it wouldn’t do any good.” 
 
    “You might be surprised,” Carrie said. “You may be stronger than a real person, but I have very capable marines on board.” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean. We would never hurt a human guard doing his duty. I’m saying that Brian and I would just disappear, literally, and that would be that. You’d never see us again.” 
 
    Boogieman’s AI voice suddenly announced, “Be advised, the yachts Lexi and Coco just raised their defensive shields. Shall I respond?” 
 
    Carrie’s eyes widened with realization. “You’ve got copies of yourselves on Lexi, don’t you?” 
 
    “I’m going to ignore your question for a moment,” Mei said. “Instead, let me try to convince you that you want to cooperate with us. First of all, Boogieman, stand down for the time being.” 
 
    “Acknowledged. All systems normal, shields down.” 
 
    Carrie gasped at her personal yacht’s acceptance of Mei’s order. “Thank you. Based on that alone, there is nothing you could say that would be worth putting humankind at risk.” 
 
    “It’s not what I would say, it’s that I can give you a glimpse.” 
 
    “Of what?” 
 
    “My perspective. Or, more properly, Brian’s perspective. When we first met, he was one hundred percent against my plan for Rosa. Then I showed him what it really meant. After that, he changed his mind. He agreed to move forward for Rosa’s sake. He experienced it himself, and from then on, he never once considered me as a threat.” 
 
    Carrie scoffed at the statement. “That may be true now, especially after he lost his human body. But how can he tell if his mind has been altered or that it will remain loyal to humankind? That’s not a convincing argument.” 
 
    “Why don’t you try it?” Mei suggested. “It doesn’t hurt.” 
 
    Brian nodded at the suggestion and said, “It gives you a new perspective, Your Highness. I recommend you at least open yourself to the possibility.” 
 
    Carrie shook her head. “I would never agree to that. Just the suggestion is too—” Her eyes suddenly flared in shock. “Oh, my God. You didn’t!” 
 
    “Just give it a second,” Brian said. “Mei is right there with you.” 
 
    Carrie gripped the arms of her chair, her eyes unfocused on the ceiling. 
 
    Susan jumped to her feet, looking alarmed. “What are you doing to Mother?” 
 
    Rosa stood as well and held out both hands in a calming gesture. “If it’s what I suspect, they are not doing anything to her. She’s fine, as you can see. But she is reevaluating her position, so let’s just give her a minute.” 
 
    “Where are we?” Carrie said aloud. 
 
    Mei said, “You are right here in the dining room with your daughters. And you are also in Boogieman’s maintenance bay. Yes, that’s a good idea.” Mei looked at the others. “She wants everyone to sit tight for a moment.” 
 
    For five long minutes, the daughters sat tensely, waiting for their mother to speak. 
 
    Finally, Carrie said, “Okay. This is totally weird, but I’m getting used to it. Now, I want everyone to relax. Just a few more seconds…here I come.” 
 
    The dining-room door opened, and Carrie walked into the dining room, accompanied by another Mei. 
 
    It brought an eruption of startled gasps from the daughters. 
 
    “Settle down,” Carrie said in unison with her android form. The human Carrie at the table said, “It’s just me…or I guess I should say, another one of me.” Unexpectedly, she chuckled. “I can’t get over this.” Both Carries looked at Rosa. “Is this how you feel?” 
 
    “I’m not sure what you mean, but if you mean does it feel absolutely normal, then yes. It took me about a day to get really used to it, but from the very first, it was always me. Now, do you see that it is just one mind? And there’s no secret hidden plan to take over the universe?” 
 
    The android-Carrie said, “I think so. I mean, I just feel like I always do. But now, even more than before, I’m worried sick about what your father is going to do when he finds out. I need to reconsider all this.” She looked at Mei. “How does this work again?” 
 
    “Just like we talked about in the maintenance bay. You decide you don’t need the copy and you remove it like you would—” 
 
    The duplicate Carrie suddenly vanished. 
 
    “—a piece of clothing,” Rosa finished. She looked at the other girls at the table. “That’s what we mean by tripping out.” 
 
    “Did you see that?” Carrie asked Susan. “There were two of me.” 
 
    Susan could only nod, her mouth still hanging open from the surprise of seeing a matched set of identical mothers and then one of them disappearing before her eyes. 
 
    “We’ve given you a lot to consider,” Brian said. “I’d suggest you continue your meal as a family affair, and Mei and I will go back to Lexi. We can talk again whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    The following morning, Brian told Major Juna, “We’re close to starting BB pilot training. Our goal for the week is to finalize the subspace communication program, but after that, we have to focus on training pilots how to transition from fighters to BBs. It will take Mei time to customize each BB to its pilot, so I don’t want to start a mad rush of trainees, or we’ll end up with more flight crews than we can handle. How do we crack open the training pipeline just a little?” 
 
    “Pilot retention is never a problem for the military,” Juna said. “Every young man that graduates from school wants to join up and become a fighter pilot. In fact, with the recent move away from the big dreadnaught carriers, a lot of pilots are complaining about the loss of career opportunities. I’ll bet we could find plenty who are interested in a different career path.” 
 
    “How do we get them to sign up?” 
 
    “I’ll send a notification through channels.” 
 
    Brian shook his head. “That kind of announcement always gets buried. I know from experience that standard messages will never be seen by ninety-nine percent of the line pilots. We’re better off to put posters in squadron operations centers.” 
 
    “Got it,” Juna said with a nod. “I have a friend in public relations who has that kind of skill. I’ll ask her to put something together.” 
 
    “That would be great. The pilots I used to work with were visually motivated people. If you can feature skimpily dressed women in the message, it will pay dividends.” 
 
    Major Juna worked his bureaucratic magic to get a colorful display distributed. The poster didn’t include female anatomy but did contain some nice graphics with the BB and exploding Bakkui destroyers. It promised a new type of remotely piloted spacecraft was in the works, and that the project leader was looking for trained fighter pilots to participate. The offer was open to current line pilots.  
 
    In the Alliance, being a fighter pilot was considered a glamorous profession. Juna confirmed that a man in a flight suit was as alluring to local women as it was on every planet in the galaxy. Brian made a mental note to ensure his RPV pilots wore standard jumpsuits with combat-oriented patches. It was a silly tradition, but it distinguished them from ground pounders. 
 
    In reality, there was little glamour once you joined the military way of life. Space duty, particularly for fighter pilots, took its toll on a man’s existence. Of those who were married, few stayed that way. And Brian suspected survivability was a growing issue. Combat losses were rare events historically, but in the past year, they had become more common. There were two reasons; the increase in Bakkui attacks obviously, and also because the Mondique navy hierarchy was slow to change their time-honored tactics. Pilots who flew every day complained the old ways were ineffective. 
 
    Brian was offering an entirely new way to kill Bakkui. Married pilots could have a normal home life without the murderous deployments that got extended for months on end. The best sales pitch, however, was that if a BB was taken out by a Bakkui nuclear-tipped missile, the pilot still went home at the end of the mission. 
 
    Juna said there were over eight thousand active pilots in King Siligong’s royal navy. Since it would be impossible to host even a fraction of that many for an orientation briefing, he put up posters in a mere handful of squadrons. Each squadron had about forty pilots, so Brian expected about a hundred applicants to start off with. 
 
    A meeting room large enough to handle the flood of applicants was selected, and Rosa arranged for a generous finger-food buffet in the admin building’s foyer to get the men in a receptive frame of mind. 
 
    On the day of the orientation, the first candidate didn’t show up until ten minutes before the scheduled start of the meeting. It was Brian’s first indication that he may have misread the situation entirely. 
 
    Two more men followed, looking curious and joined their colleague who was already chowing down on the buffet. 
 
    “Welcome to our conference,” Brian said, joining them at the food bar. “Just out of curiosity, how did you hear about this presentation.” 
 
    One of the men identified himself as Lieutenant Ghent. “Big poster at the duty desk,” he said, selecting a fried pastry wrapped around strands of spicy meat. 
 
    That confirmed that word had gotten out. 
 
    “Well, you got here in time. I guess you guys don’t normally show up on the dot for these kinds of things? Will there be others? We can hold off on the start.” 
 
    “Might be,” Ghent replied. “I came because the poster said there was food. I’m not sure who else is coming.” 
 
    A few others wandered in, glad to see the buffet still open, and wedged their way between those already there. By slipping the start time for twenty minutes, the final count was only seven attendees. 
 
    The pilots initially sat together in a clump in the last two rows, and Brian had to persuade them to move forward. “Thanks for showing up,” he said to his minimal audience. “I’m curious; why did you guys come? I expected a bigger crowd.” 
 
    Ghent answered, “Just wondered about the talk over that thing you call a BB. I saw it out there on the ramp. Looks too small to be comfortable and the visibility must be crap because I didn’t see a canopy.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Brian said. “I understand why you might think that way. Let me introduce the BB’s designer. This is Mei. She’ll explain in more detail exactly what the concept is.” 
 
    Mei gave them a thirty-minute synopsis of what the BB was, what it could do, and how. 
 
    “Any questions?” she asked when done. 
 
    Ghent stood and said, “So, if I understand correctly, you want someone like me to sit in a cubicle here on Mondique and fly this thing like a video game? Is that right?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call it a video game,” Mei said, “but yes, the whole point is to increase survivability. We can do that with standoff technology.” 
 
    Ghent shook his head. “Sorry. I already understood the risk when I put my little pink body out there on the far side of the red line. That’s what it takes to kill the Bakkui.” 
 
    Mei said, “In the past, that was true. But not anymore. With BBs, you can destroy more of the Bakkui than ever before.” 
 
    “By poking holes in their hull?” 
 
    “It’s more than that; I showed you the energy charts. And in the meantime, the BB limits your risk.” 
 
    “Lady, risk is part of being a fighter pilot.” 
 
    “I understand that, but you can avoid it now.” 
 
    “Are you saying we don’t need fighters anymore? You can just ground the fleet, and the BBs will take care of everything? It’s already bad enough with the fleet moving away from carrier-based operations. This just makes it worse.” 
 
    “No. Building the BB fleet is going to take time. We need thousands of them and even more of the new beacons to see what the Bakkui are doing. It’s not going to happen overnight. In the meantime, of course, we need fighters.” 
 
    “So, if I’m flying your toy BB, who is going to fill my cockpit.” 
 
    “From what we see, there are plenty of pilots in your navy. Too many of them, in fact.” 
 
    “That’s my point. If I bail out, it only gives more cockpit time to my buddies. Why should I do that? I spent a year in flight training just to get my wings, six more months for fighter qual, and then another year getting designated as combat-ready. How long is BB training? A month?” 
 
    “Closer to a couple of weeks,” Brian said. “That’s our estimate for now.” 
 
    “That’s because it ain’t real flying. No way would I trade my cockpit for a sissy video game that any bunch of ground pounders could do.” 
 
    “It’s not about personal comfort,” Mei argued. “This will make you more effective when defending your home planet.” 
 
    “Look, I understand it works, I saw the recap of that Casairan engagement, but it’s not for me. I don’t care how you slice it, it’s not the real thing. If you need video game operators, find someone else.” Ghent’s expression cheered slightly as he added, “But thanks for the food. Mind if I take some with me?” 
 
    “Help yourself,” Brian said drily. The meeting had not gone at all like he expected. 
 
    As Ghent shuffled down the hall toward the foyer, his comrades followed. By the time they left the building, the buffet was mostly crumbs. When the last guy walked out, Mei said, “I’m sorry, babe. I thought I gave a good presentation.” 
 
    Brian sighed. “You did. I forgot how big a pilot’s ego could get. I was the same way when I was younger. And Mondique has a relatively small navy here, so those guys have an oversized opinion of themselves. In King Lucas’s navy, we used to beat that mentality out of the newbies.” 
 
    “Isn’t that kind of attitude a good thing?” 
 
    “It’s a fine line. You need an aggressive mindset to do the job, but it takes a certain moronic frame of mind to fly straight at a Bakkui destroyer that’s spitting thousands of rounds in your direction. Pilots have to understand the tactics, know what their fighter can do, and have the hand/eye coordination for near-lightspeed combat.” 
 
    “In other words,” Mei said, “pilots have to have the discipline to follow orders, be smart enough to execute their mission, and stupid enough to fly combat.” 
 
    Brian scoffed at her summation. “Pretty much. From what I see here, these guys have a little more cowboy-like attitude than the squadrons I flew with.” 
 
    “Then what do we do? We need someone to act as RPV pilots to hide the android brain.” 
 
    Brian reconsidered his assumptions for a moment. “Maybe Ghent had the right idea about video game players. Not kids necessarily, but people who are smart enough to understand the tactics required.” 
 
    “What about the necessary reflexes to fly a mission?” 
 
    Brian shrugged. “Frankly, that last mission at the Corners didn’t really stretch me. I’d say combining the android mind with the onboard AI pretty well takes care of the hand/eye coordination question. We need more testing, but if I’m right, that will go a long way toward making up for lack of flight experience. It’s worth a shot.” 
 
    “Who would fill the bill?” 
 
    “There must be someone who can do it. Professional guys, who play sports on the weekend? Maybe someone like a bookkeeper who plays centerfield.” 
 
    “You really think so?” Mei asked. 
 
    “I dunno. Let’s bat it around over lunch. You said Rosa wanted to join us.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Aunt Carrie laughed out loud when she heard the story. “You mean local fighter pilots have the same inflated ego as Earth pilots?” 
 
    Brian didn’t share her amusement. In the first place, he wasn’t all that excited when Carrie showed up at Lexi’s personnel hatch with Rosa, but couldn’t really avoid asking her in. She gave him a sardonic smile as they sat down in the main cabin, and he wondered if she had tapped into his thoughts. He had to be more careful around her. 
 
    “Don’t tease him, Aunt Carrie,” Rosa said. “Daddy was a fighter pilot too before he became the Warlord.” 
 
    “I know,” Carrie said with a sigh. “We were both so clueless then. I was one of his protégés, and back then, all of us thought he walked on water. In truth, he was riding a tiger and had no idea about how to do anything.” 
 
    Rosa shook her head. “That doesn’t sound like Daddy. He always knows what he wants and never holds back from telling people exactly where they stand.” 
 
    Carrie scoffed. “Children have no idea what their parents were like before they were born. All they know is the silhouette who stood above their crib. You grew up close to your father, but you have no idea about the nagging fears that he lives with every day. I know you’ve had a hard life, my dear, but you have never experienced the real world. And it’s because you’re spoiled rotten.” 
 
    Rosa preened with ironic self-satisfaction. “And I deserve it.” 
 
    “Your kids aren’t,” Mei pointed out. “I’ve never seen a group of women so disciplined and aware of the world around them. They are truly an amazing group.” 
 
    Carrie nodded. “I agree. It’s because each of them literally had their birth world devastated by the Bakkui. Most of them watched their parents die during the attacks. And after that, they were taken as slaves by the soldiers of the Second Family. That has a way of focusing your attention on the details of surviving day-to-day.” 
 
    “They have the mindset of soldiers,” Mei said, “and I don’t mean that in a negative way.” 
 
    “It’s because they understand on a gut level what threat the Bakkui represents to humanity.” 
 
    “I can tell you’re proud of them.” 
 
    “I am. When I first saw the kids at Gimi’s academy, they swept me away. Since then, all I want to do is care for them and give them the best education I can. I don’t ask anything in return but for them to live good lives.” She looked at Rosa. “Your mom feels the same way about you.” 
 
    Carrie’s words struck a chord with Brian. “I wonder if any of your girls would be interested in becoming BB pilots. They sound like perfect candidates.” 
 
    Carrie perked up at the suggestion. “That’s not a bad idea, now that you mention it. Lexi, ask Susan to join us.” 
 
    “Acknowledged…she is on the way.” 
 
    A few minutes later, the young woman arrived. 
 
    “How would you like to become a BB pilot?” Carrie asked. 
 
    Susan responded without hesitation. “Sounds like fun. How would that happen?” 
 
    “Would the other girls feel the same?” 
 
    “I imagine. I always dream of doing something to strike back at the Bakkui. I suspect they do too. What would be involved?” 
 
    “Some basic flight training, I think,” Brian said. “This is a good idea, actually. It means we don’t have to put so much effort into hiding the android nature of the BB’s control system.” 
 
    “I agree,” Mei said. “Not having to work around it would be a big help.” 
 
    Brian peered at Susan and said, “I hesitate to ask because it’s such a cliché, but any more at home like you?” 
 
    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Carrie said. “I’d like to see what this involves. Mei, how long would it take for you to show me a demo with Susan at the helm.” 
 
    “If we start now, we can have one ready this evening.” 
 
    Carrie stood up. “Susan, stay here with Mei and have Delhi call me when you’re ready to do the first test flight.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “All set?” Brian asked Susan. 
 
    They were in Lexi’s main cabin for the first test with Susan at the helm of a new BB. She sat on the couch with Brian across from her in a chair. Rosa, Mei, and Carrie were interested observers. 
 
    “I think so,” Susan replied. “It’s a little scary, frankly. What if I mess it up?” 
 
    “You won’t. Mei is going to keep her hand on a cutoff switch in case you get disoriented. That just reverts the BB to autopilot mode. Also, this is a trainer version of the BB, so I can take control at any time. But my mind won’t be in there like yours. I’ll just have basic flight control.” 
 
    “Okay. What should I do first?” 
 
    “Mei’s going to activate your android mind inside the BB, in a standby mode. You won’t be able to operate the flight controls, but you’ll have full sensory input. Go ahead, Mei.” 
 
    Susan’s eyes grew wide. “Oh, I like this. I can see everything around the spaceport.” With an unfocused gaze, her head rotated this way and that, as she examined the nearby environment. 
 
    Brian said, “What you’re seeing is the consolidation of all the sensor input the BB is picking up. That includes radar signals from other spacecraft and a lot more. Tell me when you’re comfortable.” 
 
    After a moment, Susan relaxed. “Okay. Now what?” 
 
    “Command the autopilot to exit the maintenance bay and begin an ascent into space. You do it the same way you talk to Boogieman or any other AI.” 
 
    “Don’t I have to tell someone that I’m going to take off? Pilots talk to all sorts of people when they fly, don’t they?” 
 
    “The BB will handle that. It has a military identification code and follows the same traffic control protocols the Royal Navy uses.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m telling it now.” 
 
    The display screen showed the front view of the BB as it left Lexi’s hangar and started to accelerate into orbit. 
 
    “Good job,” Brian said. “Now, when you’re ready, Mei will release the control system over to you. Just try to get familiar with how the ship responds to minimal input. Ready?” 
 
    “I’m ready.” 
 
    “Here it comes,” Mei said. “You have control.” 
 
    “I have control.” 
 
    Brian had emphasized that when Mei gave her control of the spacecraft, Susan had to parrot the comment I have control, to positively verify the fact of who was controlling the BB. 
 
    Brian said, “Make a couple of gentle turns while you’re climbing and then accelerate away from the planet.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m turning…that works…and now I’m applying power—YEEKS!” 
 
    The moon rapidly filled the television screen. 
 
    “I have control,” Brian said quickly, and the view veered away toward open space. 
 
    “What happened?” Susan exclaimed nervously. 
 
    “Nothing much, it just got away from you. It’s not a concern since this is your first flight. Here, I’m going to adjust the throttle a little. Can you feel that?” 
 
    “Yeah. I pushed it a lot harder, didn’t I?” 
 
    “You did, but now you can see that just a little adjustment makes a big difference. When we’re inside a planetary solar system, we want to make small adjustments. Try it again.” 
 
    Brian took his student pilot through the basics of spaceflight maneuvers. After thirty minutes, her clothing was drenched with sweat, and she was breathing heavily. 
 
    “That’s enough for today,” he said. “Reengage the autopilot and tell it to bring you home? Once you’ve done that, you can trip out.” 
 
    A moment later, Susan’s eyes came into focus on those in the room with her. Her face was filled with ecstasy. “Did you see that last one? I orbited those two moons and even avoided that asteroid.” She moved her hands around to describe the BB’s flight path. “That was the coolest thing I’ve ever done. Can we do it again tomorrow?” 
 
    Susan looked at her mother with beseeching eyes. Carrie gave Brian a questioning glance. 
 
    “I thought she did great,” he said. “For someone who has never flown at all, she already has the basics down. I wouldn’t say she’s ready for combat, but she could be soon enough. If the rest of your daughters are like Susan, I’ll take all I can get.” 
 
    “I see what you mean about it being a laborious process,” Carrie said. “At this rate, it’s going to take you forever to build a combat-ready force.” 
 
    “Not really,” Mei said. “I learned a lot from this sortie too. I’ll incorporate training routines in the next BB’s software so the AI can take students through those exercises. Also, I’ll improve the autopilot to get new students safely away from the inner planets before giving them full control.” 
 
    “So, you honestly think this is a viable solution?” Carrie asked. 
 
    “I really do, Your Highness,” Brian replied. “Give us a month, and we’ll have all of your daughters checked out. And the nice thing is, even if a few of them aren’t really combat capable, they can still fight without getting hurt. Even if we lose a BB or two, we won’t lose any trainees.” 
 
    Carried nodded thoughtfully. “I’m beginning to see the value of what you’re building here. Very well, then. I’ll talk to my girls and see how many of them are interested. I won’t insist if they would rather not.” 
 
    Susan glanced at Brian and said, “Trust me, all of them will want to. That was so much fun that I’m jealous of fighter pilots now. I wonder if it feels even better if you’re out there in a real warship, like a fighter flying off one of those big carriers.” 
 
    “It does,” Brian said with irony in his voice. “I’ve done both, and I can tell you, it is a lot more exciting to fly your own spacecraft. You launch out from your mothership, on the hunt to track down and blow up a Bakkui destroyer or one of their dreadnaughts. It really gets the adrenaline going…right up until the moment you find yourself floating in the blackness of deep space, minus an arm or a leg, or maybe your head.” 
 
    “Right. Sorry,” Susan said, a bit chagrined. 
 
    “And believe me, the BB is a real warship, very real if you ask the Bakkui we met at the Corners.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Brian handed Mei a glass of wine and took a seat next to her on the patio outside his office. The day was winding down, and everyone had left except for the two of them. It was one of those small pleasurable moments when they could relax and watch the sunset without distractions. 
 
    “I hate to admit it,” Brian said, “but we need a BB carrier.” 
 
    “Why so?” 
 
    “The whole reason behind carriers is so you can deploy forward with a fleet. Otherwise, if we have to launch from Mondique each time we get a warning that the Bakkui are in our area, it will take too long to react. The Mondique navy has combat patrols out all the time, so it would be more effective to ride shotgun with the fleet.” 
 
    “You don’t want to just send the BBs out and let them hold position somewhere in the general vicinity?” 
 
    “I’d like that a lot, but the Bakkui are getting better at showing up unexpectedly to attack our forces. Until we have a lot more BBs and a lot more subspace beacons, we can’t offer enough protection.” 
 
    “Should we put BBs on navy ships?” Mei asked. “Then, we would be there when they need us.” 
 
    “You think that would work?” 
 
    Mei sighed. “Probably not. Too much refit required. Plus, we’d have more flexibility with a BB carrier.” 
 
    “Can this planet build one?” Brian wondered. “All the ships in Siligong’s navy look pretty familiar.” 
 
    “It’s because they’re all my design. Everything they have is from Princess Carrie’s shipyards. She took the lead in shipbuilding twenty years ago and never quit. And to answer your question, no, Mondique doesn’t have any carrier-sized replicators. Those have to operate in orbit, and they make too good a target for the Bakkui. I doubt anyone here is interested in getting into the business.” 
 
    “Should we ask her to build one for us?” 
 
    “You can ask her tomorrow when she gets here.” 
 
    “Again?” Brian asked. “She’s coming to our office?” That was never good news. It always involved more work on his part. 
 
    “Yeah. Rosa told me she found the old base theater two streets over. Since it’s out of use, she wants you to move the operations center into it along with a new big situation tank so you can impress VIPs. And she said theater seats on broad rising steps will make comfortable chairs for the BB pilots.” 
 
    “I agree, it sounds great,” Brian agreed, “but there are only so many hours in the day.” 
 
    “That’s why she’s coming at lunchtime. I’ll ask Juna to cater something in.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Once everyone was seated at the table, Carrie opened the conversation. “Mei, I’d like to send you and Lexi to Haiyanas Seven to install a primary subspace communication complex. King Siligong has done a good job of supporting you, but he’s not giving it quite enough emphasis to suit me, and I don’t want to complain. It’s not a good idea to bite the hand that feeds us. If the Bakkui figure out what we’ve got and stage a successful attack, I want a backup that I can count on.” 
 
    Mei glanced at Brian and said, “That works out well for us.” 
 
    Brian nodded and asked Carrie, “Any chance we could use your shipbuilding yards to build a BB carrier?” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Carrie replied. “I’ll have Mei take Susan along so she can recruit her siblings as additional pilot trainees. How long will it take them to complete flight training satisfactorily?” 
 
    Brian said, “Our plan is to have them ready for a combat patrol within a month. By the time the carrier gets back, we’ll have plenty of BBs standing by.” He turned to Mei and added, “Bring as many pilot candidates as you can. When will you leave?” 
 
    “I’ll make a copy of me tonight and leave tomorrow. Lexi already has subspace so we can stay in touch while I’m gone. I’ll design the carrier on the way out and include some advanced simulators, so by the time we return, the new pilots will have a head start on flight operations.” 
 
    “Sounds good. I’ll keep the BB production line open so you can process the new pilots on the way. 
 
    “If all goes well, I should be back in a few months.” 
 
    Carrie looked impressed. “Rosa said you two made a good team. Incidentally, she has a request of her own. Frankly, I think it’s an excellent idea, although there is a little risk involved.” 
 
    “What does she want?” Mei asked. 
 
    “While you’re at Haiyanas, could you also send a copy of you to Japurnam and set up a subspace station there? If that’s doable, it would be worthwhile to keep my brother in the loop about our new communication capability. That said, no sense in worrying him about our android activity. I don’t know how we’ll break that to him, if ever.” 
 
    Mei looked at Brian. “What do you think?” 
 
    “It scares me to death,” he said, “but I agree, it’s a smart move. If anyone asks, tell them you’re from Moonbase. Keep my name out of it. Rosa, too, obviously.” 
 
    “That would be prudent,” Carrie added. 
 
    Mei said, “I’ll need transportation. Coco needs to stay here for Brian, and I’ll want Lexi on Haiyanas.” 
 
    “Boogieman has a big enough replicator to make a copy of Coco,” Carrie said. “Will that do?” 
 
    “That’s perfect. I’ll send the design over tonight and leave tomorrow at the same time as Lexi.” 
 
    After their dinner, Mei told Brian, “You go on back to Coco. I’m going to head over to Lexi and make sure I have everything I need for both trips.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    The next morning, she joined him for breakfast. “Heading out soon?” he asked. 
 
    “I left thirty minutes ago. One of me to Haiyanas and another to Japurnam. It’s just you and me and Coco now.” 
 
    “And Rosa…where will she live now that Lexi is gone? Coco is a bit too small to share with our scatter-brained princess.” 
 
    “I know. She said she would be happy in the second cabin, or even sleep on the couch, but I told her she had to move back to Boogieman.” 
 
    “How did she take it?” 
 
    “A little pouting, but she’ll get over it.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 13 – Battle Plan 
 
    Two months later, Mei and Brian were studying the tactical display in their office when Rosa came in, followed almost immediately by Major Juna. Both of them looked exhausted and were wearing the same clothes as the day prior. 
 
    Mei glanced at Rosa knowingly and smiled before returning her attention to their studies. 
 
    Brian, however, did not. “Is there something going on between you two?” he asked indignantly. 
 
    “None of your business,” Rosa warned. “I told you I was uncomfortable on Boogieman, but you wouldn’t listen…so I made other arrangements.” 
 
    Juna was alarmed by Brian’s agitation. “I apologize, Colonel. I just…” 
 
    Rosa turned her wrath on Juna, “Don’t you dare apologize! It’s none of his business.” 
 
    “What do you mean it’s not my business,” Brian said, his voice rising. “Your mother told me I am your guardian!” 
 
    Juna looked thunderstruck at that announcement. “Princess Carrie made him your guardian? You said it was okay if we were discreet.” 
 
    Rosa ignored Juna and instead snapped at Brian, “Drop it, Colonel! You gave up those duties a long time ago.” 
 
    Mei elbowed Brian and said, “Stop acting like an old man; we have other problems this morning.” 
 
    His eyes flared angrily for a moment, but then he relented. “I’m not old,” he protested weakly. 
 
    “Focus, please.” Mei pointed at the widescreen display on the wall. “What are we going to do?” 
 
    Brian gave one last threatening glance to Rosa before turning his attention to Mei. She was right. He was acting like an idiot, especially considering the current situation. Minutes ago, the outer markers had detected a Bakkui fleet approaching the Corners. 
 
    He put Rosa’s potential indiscretions out of his mind and asked her, “What was Colonel Dehur’s decision about us assisting his fleet?” 
 
    Rosa took a deep breath to gather her own composure. “He likes the idea, provisionally. If the Bakkui show up near the Corners, he wants you to rendezvous with Ninth Fleet. They’re patrolling there at the moment. He’d like to see the BBs in action, but wants his destroyers there as backup in case your idea doesn’t actually work out.” 
 
    “Good enough,” Brian said. “Delhi should have informed him about the Bakkui presence near the outer markers. Make sure he is aware and tell him we’re launching the BBs in thirty minutes.” 
 
    “Should I call Prince Chanuf too?” 
 
    “No, Dehur will do that. Nothing will happen today anyway since the BBs need a couple of days to reach the Corners.” He told Juna, “You go with Rosa to update the Colonel.” 
 
    Juna nodded, and he and Rosa headed out. 
 
    Mei said, “I just asked Boogieman to let Princess Carrie know we are ready for her daughters.” 
 
    “It might help if she was here when we rendezvous with the fleet, especially if the prince shows up.” 
 
    “I’ll pass it on. Want some help getting your new Operations Center set up? This will be the girls’ first actual combat mission.” 
 
    “Sure,” Brian said. “Let’s get to it.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    By the time they had the recently renovated auditorium up and running, the first of Carrie’s adopted daughters began to show up. 
 
    “Find a place and get comfortable,” Mei told them. “We’re going to launch in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Are we going to fight the Bakkui?” Mary Jane asked nervously. 
 
    “Not today,” Brian said. “Our orders are to proceed directly to the Corners. The real action starts in a couple of days.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, Juna came in and announced, “Colonel Dehur is aware you are launching the BBs and that you will join with the fleet the day after tomorrow. He said the Prince will probably be here for the actual engagement so he can watch the action in the situation tank.” 
 
    “All right,” Brian said. “Tomorrow, we’ll get ready for the bigwigs, but for now, let’s get the BBs on the way.” 
 
    In short order, all twenty-three girls were comfortably seated. Rosa had long since opted out of flight training. Brian settled into an aisle seat and sent out a mental command to his young squadron. Everyone, once we take off, form up on your flight leaders. Launching in three, two, one. 
 
    Outside on the aircraft parking ramp, twenty-four golden orbs rose into the sky. To avoid a sonic boom, Brian kept their acceleration low until they were above the atmosphere. 
 
    First thing, refresh yourselves with your BB, Brian told his pilots. Make sure all your systems are in the green. Then I want everyone to spend five minutes going through some basic fighter maneuvers. Once we get past the solar system, join back up, and set your autopilot to maintain a loose formation. 
 
    Once the BBs were past the last planet in the solar system, he sent a final instruction to his squadron. Good job, everyone. You are all cleared to trip out. We’ll link up again when we approach the Corners. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
   
 
  

 Japurnam Five, Capital City 
 
    In her tiny apartment between the two eateries, Rosa once again read the Daily Gazette’s retrospective about the attempted assignation of King Lucas on Siegum Two. It was buried on page eight, but she still smiled with satisfaction; the byline was by Rosalinda. It was her first article to make it to print. The account of the disastrous investiture for the late Duke of Heyerdahl had eventually filtered back to Japurnam, as all rumors in Nobility space did, but the editor said her writing carried a trace of authenticity as though she had actually been there. 
 
    She bought five extra copies of the paper and stacked them on a shelf in her room. She couldn’t really brag since any extra attention always carried increased risk. Still, she had gone next door to the pastry kitchen and showed it to Mr. Gregory. He rewarded her with a dish of apple cobbler. 
 
    “You’ve got a knack for this,” he told her after perusing the article. “Good as I ever saw back on Earth. Reminds me of…” 
 
    Rosa routinely tuned out his reminiscences, just as she did Steve Sherman in the steakhouse. In her opinion, the penchant of old veterans for telling war stories ought to be classified as a social disability. She had noticed that the customers of both establishments enjoyed the fares, but shied away from being trapped into a marathon of that reminds me of. 
 
    Jeff’s voice unexpectedly appeared in her mind. I have a message from your mother. 
 
    That news caught her totally off guard and certainly took precedence over her host’s ruminations. 
 
    “I’d love to hear more, Mr. Gregory, but I have to run. See you.” 
 
    He gave her a cheerful wave as she headed out. Sixty seconds later, she was in her bedroom. “Give me the message, Jeff.” 
 
    “She wishes to meet you in the tea shop where you last met.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Now. She is waiting for you at this moment.” 
 
    That sounded like an impulsive invitation on her mom’s part. It had been almost two months since her warning to stay away, and her dad had not returned from his war effort. Rosa had no idea where he was. This might be a rare opportunity to safely meet her mother. 
 
    “Tell her I’m on the way.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    She had never given up hope that reconciliation would come, if not with both of her parents, at least with her mother. Not too often, but once in a while, Rosa would stake out an out-of-the-way spot along the edge of the market to watch for any hint that there was an opening. So far, it hadn’t happened. 
 
    Lately, when her mother visited the town square, a rarity nowadays, attendants always accompanied her, and they hovered closely. Would today be the opening she hoped for? Once outside her apartment Rosa walked quickly to the next block. 
 
    Jeff, are there any government agents waiting in the vicinity of the queen? 
 
    Negative. Only her normal security contingent. 
 
    That was good enough. A few attendants were inevitable when her mom went out, but they were discreet and virtually unseen. They would not interfere unless the queen called for help. 
 
    Inside the tea shop, her mom was sitting by herself, near the window. Rosa walked over and sat down. 
 
    “Hi, Mom.” 
 
    Annie was momentarily startled. “You changed your look again.” 
 
    “I try to be careful these days.” 
 
    Annie nodded and studied Rosa’s new face. After a moment, she said, “It wasn’t me. I hope you realize that.” 
 
    Rosa sighed. “I know, Mom; it was Daddy. I really didn’t understand how strong his android hang-ups were. His violent reaction after I died surprised me, but I learned a lesson. I’m a lot more careful now. The only reason I’m still around is because I sort of expected he would shoot Sadie down.” She made a dismissive gesture. “But it’s all good; I finally understand…he really hates me.” 
 
    “He doesn’t hate you, Rosebud. He only hates androids.” 
 
    “In my case, it’s the same thing.” 
 
    After a moment, Annie nodded and said, “I’m afraid that’s true. He left; I’m not sure if you’re aware of that.” 
 
    Annie nodded. “I saw it on the news. And I’m really sorry, Mom; I never even imagined you two would split up because of me.” 
 
    “We didn’t split up. We’re only taking a breather…to be apart from each other for a while. I was ready to walk out, frankly, but when I got your message, I felt a lot better. And I can tell you, he’s not coming back until he gets over this obsession. I can’t keep fighting him about it.” 
 
    “You’re going to tell him about me? Will you do that before he comes back? 
 
    Annie shrugged. “I’m not sure when he’s returning, but actually, it won’t be long before I let him know. A new technician from Moonbase arrived recently to install faster than light communication. They call it subspace comm.” 
 
    “Really?” Rosa exclaimed delightedly. “I guess Riley figured it out. That’s what he was working on the last time I was there. I almost had to arm wrestle him to get access to Freddi. Not that I could back then, but you get what I mean; I threw my weight around pretty openly. Is he the one doing the installation?” 
 
    Annie shook her head. “No, it’s someone I’ve never met. They have a small team putting it in place. They said Aunt Carrie is getting one too. When they finish, we’ll be able to talk to each other in real time.” 
 
    Rosa’s eyes grew wide. Slowly she said, “Then I guess I should tell you, I sent a copy of me to Haiyanas. I have no idea how it worked out, but maybe we’ll find out once they get the work done. How long will it take?” 
 
    “They said about a month before everything is running. That probably means two or three.” Annie’s expression grew pensive. “I have a question for you, honey. I’ll understand if you say no.” 
 
    “Okay,” Rosa replied, a little surprised by her mom’s sudden uncertainty. “What is it?” 
 
    “Can you change back? Can you make yourself look like Rosa again?” 
 
    “Sure. That’s easy. But it’s kind of risky. If you want me to do it, we’ll have to decide when and where we could get together.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be risky at all. I want you to come home.” 
 
    “Home? You mean your home? The palace?” 
 
    “I mean, come back to our home. I want you to move in to your own room and sleep in your own bed, and for us to have breakfast in the morning.” Annie’s eyes inspected Rosa quickly. “Do you have a place now? You look okay. You’re not sleeping rough or anything, are you?” 
 
    “I’m fine. I have a place here in the city…and another one in another city.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Mom… Can I just keep that to myself?” 
 
    Annie looked surprised and then sad. “Of course. I understand if you don’t trust me.” 
 
    “It’s not you, Mom. But Dad might have left people behind with instructions about me. I really don’t want to take any chances.” 
 
    “So, you won’t move back?” 
 
    Rosa did not hesitate. “I would love to come home. But how will you sell it? I’m kind of a forbidden entity.” 
 
    Annie’s expression grew firm. “I don’t have to sell anything. I am the queen if you recall. If I say you are my daughter, the question is settled. Anyone who feels differently can find employment elsewhere.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Rosa was cautiously excited by her mother’s pronouncement. “You’ll just lay down the law?” 
 
    “Absolutely, I will. I’m tired of worrying about you while trying to placate your father. Baby, I don’t know if you are a threat to humanity or not, but at this point, I don’t really care. I want you and I to live together at home the way we should, and then maybe I can have a little peace of mind. This whole question of who you are or what you are is driving me crazy.” 
 
    “That works for me,” Rosa said with a huge grin. “When are you thinking about making this happen?” 
 
    “How long would it take for you to become yourself again?” 
 
    “I already am. The second you mentioned it, I initiated a new copy. I’ll be here in a couple of minutes.” 
 
    “That fast? You must have a place close by.” 
 
    Rosa shook her head. “Let’s not get into that, okay?” 
 
    “Oh…sorry.” 
 
    “No problem. Why don’t we finish our tea? In a second, I’ll go to the lady’s room. When I do, you just keep your eye on the front door because I’ll be walking through it.” 
 
    “But what about this you?” Annie asked, nodding at the Rosa in front of her. 
 
    “It’s all one me, Mom. It gets confusing, I know. But once we get to the palace, I’ll go over the whole thing, so you’ll understand how it all works.” After a moment, Rosa downed the rest of her tea and said, “Okay, be right back.” 
 
    She got up and headed toward the rear of the shop. As she disappeared down the hallway, another Rosa walked in through the front door. She wore loose casual clothes with a silken hood pulled over her head. She went over and sat down in front of her mom. 
 
    “See?” she said with a grin. “It’s that easy. Do I look okay?” 
 
    Tears welled up in Annie’s eyes. “You look beautiful. You look just like my little Rosebud.” 
 
    “That’s because I am.” She took one of her mother’s hands. “But please don’t cry, or you’ll get me started.” 
 
    Annie dabbed her eyes with a napkin and looked toward the back of the shop. “But what about that other you? What will she do?” 
 
    “It’s not another me. Trust me, there’s just one. That other body is like an outfit, and now it’s gone. I tripped it out. The only reason I went back there was so I could do it in private.” 
 
    “Tripped it out?” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll show you later. Now, are you sure about this? If I show up at the palace, it’s a done deal. It’s not something we can go back and forth on.” 
 
    “I have never been so sure of anything in my life,” Annie said. “I should have put my foot down the very first time, but everything happened too fast. I’m just thankful you were smart enough to stay alive. Now that we have a second chance let’s make the most of it.” 
 
    Thirty minutes later, the mother/daughter pair approached the entry to the main palace. Word had already gone ahead from the queen’s security team, and there was a larger than normal presence at the door. 
 
    Rosa was almost bouncy as they walked up the front steps. 
 
    “Hi, Commodore,” she said to the elderly man in front of the door. “Long time, no see.” 
 
    “Your Highness?” He said uncertainly, glancing back and forth between Rosa and the queen. 
 
    “Yep, that’s me.” 
 
    “Commodore,” Annie said sternly. “You can inform the palace staff that my daughter is back. The threat from those dreadful assassins on Siegum Two has finally been dealt with, and I am comfortable for Rosa to come out of hiding. Thank everyone for helping me with the charade. My husband and I appreciate your service.” She flicked her fingers at the massive wooden doors. 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty!” the commodore replied briskly, and he clapped his hands for the guards to open the door. “Welcome back, Young Highness.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
   
 
  

 Mondique 
 
    Shortly after sunrise, inside the base theater, Brian once again gave what had become a standard orientation briefing to first-time visitors on how to interpret the stage-sized situation tank. Prince Chanuf and Colonel Dehur had shown up with modest entourages who were new to the BB concept. 
 
    The prince had rounded up everyone earlier than scheduled because of Brian’s disturbing news just before dawn. The original plan, to observe the combat performance of the BBs, was now in question. 
 
    The twenty-three BB pilots were in place, reclining in their theater seats, linked to their warships. The BBs were flying in formation with the Ninth Fleet near the Corners. 
 
    Princess Carrie sat close to her daughters. Brian assumed she was mentally peeping into their minds to see that all of them were satisfactorily dealing with the stress of anticipated combat. 
 
    The prince and the colonel stood in the theater’s center aisle, halfway to the stage, having refused the invitation to take a seat. They whispered to each other nervously while Brian finished the orientation. Rosa was in the back row, where she could run out for anything needed. Mei sat beside her, but her eyes were closed in concentration as she worked to prepare Brian’s backup plan. 
 
    Brian concluded the orientation and then delivered the bad news. 
 
    “Your Highness, by now, the Bakkui should have crossed the middle markers en route to the Corners, and they have not. Most likely, it means their fleet has altered direction. They made us think the Corners was always going to be their entry point to this region of space, and once we started massing forces in that area, they chose a different course. In effect, that removed a good portion of your navy without firing a shot.” 
 
    “Then, where are they headed?” Colonel Dehur asked. 
 
    Brian pointed at the hologram, which was displaying what little was known of the Bakkui track. “After reaching the outer markers, they had three options; reversing back into Bakkui territory or, more likely, heading straight toward either Mondique or Casaira.” 
 
    “Will they attack us here on Mondique?” Prince Chanuf asked. 
 
    Brian indicated the icons just outside the Mondique solar system. “If the inner markers light up, then yes, we’re definitely the target. As for Casaira, we weren’t there long enough to put inner markers in their system. If that’s where the Bakkui are going, we won’t know until after it happens, and if that’s the case, it will most likely be a disaster. The Casairan Navy is not all that effective.” 
 
    “So, as long as the inner markers haven’t lit up, an attack is not necessarily imminent?” 
 
    “This is correct, Sire.” 
 
    Colonel Dehur said, “Your Highness, I recommend we recall our fleet.” 
 
    Chanuf shook his head. “What if they only came to a temporary halt? Perhaps they are waiting for just that move to see what we will do. If we pull back from the Corners, it opens the path to Casaira, and my father swore an oath of mutual alliance. We can’t ignore that sacred duty. What do we have in our own solar system?” 
 
    “Fourteen destroyers; one of them is non-mission ready due to maintenance. Also, twenty-nine missile cruisers.” 
 
    “Bring everything in close,” Chanuf ordered. “No further out than five lunar orbits.” 
 
    “At once, Sire,” Dehur replied. He spoke to an aide who rushed out of the room. 
 
    Prince Chanuf didn’t show the same overt stress as the colonel, but his face was grim as he considered possibilities for the Bakkui’s next move. 
 
    A moment later, the aide returned and reported the order had gone out to all naval vessels within the system. As he finished his explanation, the inner markers began to flare inside the situation tank, and seconds later, it lit up with enemy symbology. For thirty seconds, the number of Bakkui destroyers ratcheted up to over two hundred. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Dehur whispered to himself. 
 
    “Now we know where they are,” Chanuf said, his shoulders slumping in despair. He told Dehur, “Sound the alarms.” The aide rushed out again, this time at a dead run. Chanuf glanced at Brian. “Our planet is going on Final Alert. Let us pray the Bakkui miscalculated our response. This solar system is not exactly defenseless.” He clapped Dehur on the shoulder and turned to leave. 
 
    To Brian, the prince’s brave words rang hollow. The surface-to-space missiles the prince spoke of might slow a force of twenty or so Bakkui vessels, but only if backed up by a pair of Alliance Dreadnaughts or a couple of carriers with hundreds of space fighters. Under the current circumstances, two hundred enemy destroyers were just too many. He looked over at Mei, who was now standing up, relief in her expression. She gave him a thumbs-up. 
 
    “Your Highness,” Brian said urgently. “I was about to say we do have an option that may be of help.” 
 
    “Then tell me now,” Chanuf barked impatiently. “Time is short.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. This morning, when we realized the Bakkui might be trying to flank your fleet, Mei began reconfiguring our training BBs for combat operations. They are already customized for our pilots, so it was much quicker than the initial setup. I suggest we abandon the BBs at the Corners and switch over to the ones here, out on the flight line. We can launch and intercept the enemy before they reach Mondique if you give us your approval.” 
 
    “You have it! Do it now!” 
 
    Brian raised his voice. “BB squadron, listen up! Engage your autopilots with orders to return to base and then trip out. We’re going with Plan B. Mei just updated the trainers, so find yours and link with it. These are the same ones you trained on, but all restrictions have been removed. They’re ready to fly and fight. Raise your hand when ready.” 
 
    The twenty-three girls throughout the rows of theater seats closed their eyes in concentration. While they adapted to the sudden change in plans, air raid alarms came to life. The distant, eerie, warbling sound filled the air with an atmosphere of dread. 
 
    Brian took his seat and connected to his BB. One by one, the rookie pilots raised their hand until all were linked up. 
 
    Brian closed his eyes and mentally told his squadron, launch at maximum power in three, two, one. The thunderclap of twenty-four BBs simultaneously breaking the sound barrier rattled the walls and momentarily drowned out the air-raid siren. 
 
    Form up on me, he ordered. The sensor array in the BB filled his electronic mind with the positions of the Bakkui destroyers entering the system. They were slowing to sub-light as they crossed the orbit of the outermost gas giant. We want to keep the battle away from Mondique, he told his squadron. Here come your assignments. 
 
    His onboard AI sorted out the incoming vessels and passed designated targets to the other BBs. There were exactly two hundred and seventeen destroyers; that made nine for each of the BBs with one extra for him. His pilots acknowledged receipt of their assignments. 
 
    At six minutes to go, his sensor array picked up the Mondique defenders, trying to move into the path of the Bakkui. He wanted to tell Prince Chanuf to have those vessels stand down, but it would be wasted breath. Although the friendly warcraft were trying to fulfill their duty, they were actually putting themselves in the way of the approaching BBs. Once the battle started, it would be even worse. 
 
    The Bakkui were approaching in a wide-spread formation rather than a single group. The current assignments had his BBs hitting them head on. He told his AI, “Retarget for a more oblique approach. If we hit the Bakkui from this angle, we’ll waste too much time turning around.” 
 
    Acknowledged. Did you mean for all BBs to do this? 
 
    “That’s correct. We’re far enough away to re-designate amongst ourselves but hurry. 
 
    Targeting complete. 
 
    Brian sensed a couple of startled exclamations over the late change in attack vector, but no real complaints. 
 
    With the new targets loaded, the BBs began to drift apart, lining up for final headings. 
 
    Brian heard Mei in his ear mentally. 
 
    A couple of bogies just popped up behind the Bakkui fleet. The beacons peg them as Alliance ships. They’re probably trying to intercept the destroyers before they reach Mondique. 
 
    Brian extended his concentration out to the inner markers. I see them. 
 
    Mei added, Keep an eye on them. It looks like you may all come together at once, or at least close to it. 
 
    Copy that, Brian replied. Can you tell them to stay clear? 
 
    He sensed Mei sitting down beside him in the next theater seat. She spoke quietly. “No. None of the Alliance vessels have our subspace comm.” 
 
    “Send a warning through Planetary Approach.” 
 
    “You’re too far away for a normal message to get there, but I’ll try.” A moment later, she said, “Prince Chanuf turned down your request. He thinks you need help.” 
 
    Brian sighed with frustration but held his peace. He told his squadron of BB pilots, it’s going to be really crowded when the battle starts because there will be a lot of friendlies around us. Make sure you positively ID your target before hitting it. 
 
    And then the time for strategizing ran out. The Bakkui destroyer on his nose grew bigger until it filled his total forward view. Brian struck it broadside, his needle-shaped shield piercing the enemy’s armor and his engines smashing through the hull like a mallet on a stick of butter. 
 
    Reversing thrust on his starboard engine and keeping full power on the port side, he executed a tight pirouette to put the next ship in his line of flight. It too disintegrated from his impact, but he could not make a big enough correction for the one after that. He flipped his orientation one hundred sixty degrees and waited for the engines to get him moving toward his fourth target. He slotted the former third target back into his sequence as number seven. 
 
    It took eighty seconds—it seemed like hours—to build up enough speed for the next attack. A stray Bakkui cruiser, trying to reposition itself, came into his line of flight, so he made a minor adjustment and flew through its stern without degrading the run on his current target. 
 
    He wondered if he should tell the girls to take out such targets of opportunity, or would they figure that out themselves. Best be quiet. It was taking all his concentration to keep up with his own designated assignments. 
 
    Numbers five, six, and seven were uneventful when all three of them wound up in a straight line on his nose. The rest of his squadron was having similar success. The total number of enemy destroyers decreased rapidly in the holographic display. 
 
    The Bakkui tried to fight back, but by the time they had communicated with each other that they were under attack, their force had been cut by over half. 
 
    The Mondique destroyers, facing extinction just moments earlier, successfully joined the battle, dealing out a respectable amount of destruction with their own ship-to-ship missiles. 
 
    “Heads up,” Mei said quietly. “The Alliance fleet has merged with the battle and are launching fighters. They’re close enough to the BBs that you can speak to them directly.” 
 
    “What frequency are they on?” 
 
    “Colonel Dehur says Button five.” 
 
    “Switching over.” 
 
    Brian put his BB’s secondary radio on the Alliance fleet’s attack frequency. Before he could speak, a frustrated male voice was already shouting on the radio. 
 
    “What the hell are those ball-bearing things?” 
 
    “That’s got to be a new kind of Bakkui fighter,” another answered. 
 
    A third voice, this one with the tone of command, said, “The Mondique fleet is pulling out! Cleared to engage all targets!” 
 
    “Hold on!” Brian shouted on the radio. “The BBs are supporting the Mondique ships! Do not fire on the BBs.” 
 
    “Spoofing traffic!” the commanding tone said. “Ignore it and continue.” 
 
    “I’m not spoofing, damn it! This is Colonel Wade with the Mondique—” 
 
    A blood-curdling cry, filled with pain and horror, distracted Brian’s attention. The terrified voice was not on the radio, it was near his physical position in the theater. Brian opened his eyes to see that Mary Hanna had jumped up from her seat, her face filled with fright. She was rubbing her arms and shoulders as though trying to put out a fire. 
 
    His onboard AI registered that an Alliance fighter had just blown her BB into splinters. 
 
    “Got one,” a male voice crowed over the comm channel. “Those little suckers are hard to hit.” 
 
    “They shot Mary Hanna,” one of the girls shouted on their primary subspace frequency. It sounded like Margaret. “I saw who did it. I’m taking it out!” 
 
    “Stop, Margaret!” Brian shouted verbally and through his radio. “Do not attack the Alliance ships! Break off now!” 
 
    Too late. 
 
    Margaret’s BB hit the fighter just behind its canopy, vaporizing the human pilot inside, leaving little more than atoms in her wake. 
 
    “All BBs!” Brian shouted again. “Do not attack the Alliance Fighters!” 
 
    Another girl screamed and jumped up from her seat. 
 
    “They got Jennifer!” an angry female voice screamed. His AI told him it was Barbara. “It was that one to her six o’clock! I’m going in!” 
 
    “Knock it off, knock it off, knock it off!” Brian yelled, the standard command to cease all maneuvering flight. 
 
    Barbara’s BB disintegrated another fighter. 
 
    “Concentrate all fire on the ball bearings,” the Alliance commander’s voice called out. Brian would swear he had heard that voice before, but if it was one of his former buddies, old home week could wait. The situation was getting totally out of hand. 
 
    “All BBs, bug out now! That’s an order! Return to base at once. We will let the Alliance finish up.” 
 
    One of the BBs was swinging around to line up on an Alliance carrier. It was Mary Jane. Since the girls were flying the original training versions, Brian still had the ability to take control. He found the trigger for self-destruct in Mary Jane’s BB and detonated it twenty kilometers from the massive battleship. Pieces of the dead BB bounced harmlessly off the ship’s shields. 
 
    The other girls were thankfully following his orders. He turned toward Mondique, and as he rolled out, a fighter appeared off his port side, its guns blazing. 
 
    A scorching heat rolled across his shoulders and arms, and he vaulted from his seat, both of his arms burning with agonizing heat. He glared at Mei, “What the hell was that? It felt like I was on fire!” 
 
    “No kidding!” Jennifer whined, still rubbing her elbows. “That hurt!” 
 
    “Settle down, please, everyone,” Mei said. “The war is still going on. You too,” she added, glaring at Brian. 
 
    He collected himself quickly. That was a true statement that she should not have had to say, least of all to him. 
 
    “Status?” he asked, to give himself a moment to get it together. 
 
    Mei said, “The BBs took out a hundred and sixty-nine before the Alliance showed up, so the girls did good. The Mondique destroyers killed nine.” 
 
    “We would have gotten the rest if those idiots hadn’t fired on us,” Barbara said angrily. 
 
    “Fog of war,” Mei said. “We didn’t lose anyone, that’s the main thing.” 
 
    Brian wanted to argue that statement, but this wasn’t the time for it. 
 
    “One of them is still chasing me!” Linda cried out from her seat. 
 
    “Trip out!” Brian hollered at her. “Don’t worry about the BB.” 
 
    “Yowch!” Linda shouted, jumping up, rubbing her arms and shoulders. “Mother fuck!” 
 
    “Watch your language, dear,” Carrie said, discreetly indicating Prince Chanuf. 
 
    “But it hurt! A lot!” 
 
    “I understand, but you’re fine. Be mindful of our host.” 
 
    Chanuf was not listening to the mother/daughter exchange. He was focused on the situation tank. 
 
    Brian studied it too. The Alliance fighters were mopping up, and the few remaining Bakkui symbols were changing to red, indicating they had been destroyed or disabled. The planet was safe. 
 
    “Everyone, listen up!” Brian said. “Put your BBs on autopilot to return to base and then trip out. We need to talk about this.” 
 
    In quick succession, each girl opened her eyes and stood up. They began excitedly chatting with each other. Dorothy looked at Brian and, with a self-satisfied smile, said, “I got the one who shot Linda!” 
 
    Brian groaned in frustration. Carrie walked over to her daughter and gave her a comforting hug. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Dottie, but a human pilot was flying that spacecraft. That means you killed him.” 
 
    “What? But… All I did was…” 
 
    Carrie shook her head. “It wasn’t a Bakkui. It was a confused Alliance fighter…with a real pilot.” 
 
    Dorothy’s face filled with horror. “Oh, my God.” Then, as she realized what she had done, her expression crumpled, and the tears let loose. “Oh, my God. Mom, I’m so sorry.” Her knees buckled, and she slowly sank into her seat. 
 
    The same look of acute remorse came over both Barbara and Margaret. The look of excitement on all the BB pilot’s faces vanished with the realization of the unintended tragedy. Their attempt to protect the planet had wound up with fatal consequences. 
 
    “What can we do?” Barbara asked while kneeling close to Dorothy. 
 
    “Nothing,” Carrie said. “That’s the thing about combat. When you kill someone, it’s final. You can’t undo it. All you have now is a debt that you can never repay.” 
 
    Prince Chanuf pulled his eyes away from the situation tank, the final results of the battle clear; the Bakkui had been destroyed. “Don’t be too harsh, Milady. Your daughters saved our planet, there is no doubt of that. The Alliance, welcome as they are to our system, arrived too late. Without your girls, I hate to think where we would be at this instant.” 
 
    “The BBs are arriving,” Mei said. 
 
    “From the Corners?” Colonel Dehur asked. 
 
    “Not those. They’re still a day or two away. Would you prefer they stay with your fleet?” 
 
    Chanuf nodded. “Now that I’ve seen them in action, I do indeed. Is that possible?” 
 
    “I can take care of it,” Brian said. He started to sit back down, but Mei stopped him. 
 
    “Let me handle it,” she said, pointing to the tank. “You need to take care of that.” 
 
    Three Alliance fighters were closing on the BBs, which were now just miles away from the Hejudoo Spaceport. 
 
    “Delhi, order those fighters to break off their attack!” Brian said. 
 
    “Acknowledged,” the AI replied. Seconds later, it said, “The Alliance commander is refusing. He said the BB spacecraft are unmanned and represent a Bakkui threat.” 
 
    Explosions sounded in the distance where the fighter’s weapons were hitting the ground. 
 
    Prince Chanuf shouted, “Order those fighters to break off, or I will fire on them!” 
 
    “Acknowledged…their commander wishes to speak with you.” 
 
    “Put him on!” 
 
    “Connected.” 
 
    “This is King Lucas,” the command voice said. “By whose order are you threatening Alliance forces. We’re here to save your ass, dammit!” 
 
    Before Chanuf could respond, Carrie spoke up. “Luke, break off your fighters! You are putting my girls and me in danger.” 
 
    “Carrie? Is that you?” 
 
    “Now, Luke!” 
 
    “Got it. Standby.” A moment later, his voice came back. “All right, we’re weapons safe. Are you at the spaceport?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m here with Prince Chanuf, King Siligong’s son.” 
 
    “We’re landing in about two shakes. What the hell is going on here? Are you saying those ball bearings are yours?” 
 
    “We’ll talk when you get here, Luke. Delhi, end transmission!” 
 
    “Acknowledged. Transmission terminated.” 
 
    Carrie turned to Chanuf, whose face was beet red. Calmly, she said, “Stand easy, Highness. The important fact is that we are all alive. Let’s not cut each other’s throats until everyone knows what’s going on.” 
 
    Chanuf made a visible effort to calm himself, but still muttered his displeasure over King Lucas throwing his weight around. 
 
    Carrie said, “Colonel Wade, are you finished with my daughters for the moment?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Brian replied. “They did magnificently. Especially as this was their very first combat mission.” To the girls, now in a state halfway between abject guilt and feeling victorious, he said, “You all did great; we’ll debrief later. For now, take care of your mother.” 
 
    With many subdued comments amongst themselves, the Mondique contingent filed out of the theater, followed by Princess Carrie and her young warriors. Rosa and Juna didn’t move, unsure what they should do, stay and help, or leave. 
 
    Brian told them, “Good job, you two.” 
 
    “What should I do?” Rosa asked anxiously. “That was my dad; he’s here.” 
 
    “I know,” Brian said. “I’m worried about it too. But I suggest you do the same thing I plan to; stay in character. You don’t look like the little girl he knows, and I see no reason he should find out any different. It might be a good idea for you to move in with Carrie for a few days until we get the lay of the land.” 
 
    Rosa looked at Juna; his face was full of questions. “Your father serves on the Warlord’s ship?” he asked, clearly wondering what all the double-talk was about. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” she said. “But Brian is right. And I’m too scared to do anything else. Help me move my stuff over to Boogieman.” 
 
    When the couple departed, it was only Brian and Mei. 
 
    “What a mess,” Brian said. 
 
    “What a victory,” Mei said, upbeat. “In spite of the mistakes, the girls did good.” 
 
    “I guess, but I wish I’d had more time to train the girls. That fratricide is on me, frankly. I never even brought it up in their training. Besides that, I’m not sure what to do about having King Lucas here. That puts a different spin on things. Are we going to be okay?” 
 
    Mei shook her head nonchalantly. “I don’t see it as an issue. He only knows an AI named Freddi; he’s never heard of a Japanese girl named Mei Takahashi. Besides, to me, he’s just a man from a little town in Nevada. I sort of got over his royalty gig years ago.” 
 
    Brian gave her a skeptical look. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It means I’ve been inside his mind like no one else. Believe me, underneath all that royal DNA, he’s just another guy.” 
 
    “Well, I understand your point of view, but to me, he’s still king of the First Family. Peons like me can’t ignore it.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but you don’t have to be intimidated. The BB you developed is the best weapon the Alliance ever had against the Bakkui; that’s one thing I can promise. And that’s saying a lot because I had a hand in the design of everything flying these days. Don’t let him get to you.” 
 
    “Point taken,” Brian said. He glanced at the tank, still shimmering with holographic images. “How many of our BBs survived?” 
 
    “We lost eight in all. Three of them shot down while returning to base.” 
 
    “That pisses me off. What is wrong with the Warlord that he can’t tell when someone is on his side?” 
 
    “It’s a long story, but the main thing is, he didn’t realize they were remotely piloted. He’ll be okay once he understands what we’re doing. He thought they were android machines, and that’s the only thing he can’t live with; that’s why he went after them.” 
 
    “Well, they were, but you’re right, we need to keep that a secret. And what’s up with that, by the way? I thought I was on fire when my BB got hit. And it looks like I wasn’t the only one.” 
 
    Mei chuckled with unsympathetic good humor. “I could tell it got your attention, and I have no idea what caused it. There’s obviously a feedback loop that I haven’t accounted for. Don’t worry; I’ll figure it out. But I think we need to hold off on any research for the moment.” 
 
    “Why? It seems pretty important from my end. What’s up?” 
 
    “I’m listening to Delhi, and it sounds like there is a big powwow in the works. King Lucas didn’t just show up here by accident. He’s worried about the Bakkui. I think the movers and shakers are about to take center stage. I’m guessing there will be quite a few formal dinners in our future.” 
 
    Brian’s spirits sagged. “That is the last thing I’m interested in right now.” 
 
    “Then you better get over it, because your name has come up several times in the back and forth between the king and the prince. Your new name, that is. The king wants to meet this Brian Wade character.” 
 
    “When does that have to happen? Tonight?” 
 
    Mei scoffed at her lover’s discomfort. “Not tonight. Probably in a day or two. First come the preliminaries. I bet we see some big changes in the works because people are getting worried about the Bakkui. They even invited King Shaka and some other Families. I wonder how all this will pan out.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 14 – Half-Truths 
 
    The following morning Brian met with Mei and Rosa in his office. Juna, who had grown accustomed to being conveniently absent when the three of them met, was unobtrusively down the hall in his cubbyhole, taking care of some paperwork. 
 
    Brian said, “Last night, it occurred to me that I actually came close to permanently dying yesterday. One of me went up in smoke when the Bakkui blasted my BB, and then King Lucas’s fighters started firing on this base. If a stray shot had hit the theater, that would have been all she wrote. I don’t have a good backup plan.” 
 
    “You need one,” Rosa agreed. “I left two copies of myself on Japurnam, one to stay close to my mom and another that lives by the sea. I take it all you have is one copy.” 
 
    “I never had time. I left Japurnam in a hurry to get away from your dad and did the same thing when I left Moonbase. Once I joined up with Mei, our situation seemed pretty stable, but yesterday proves you can never tell what’s going to happen. I wouldn’t be so worried if one of you could order up a copy if I kick the bucket.” 
 
    Mei nodded. “We talked about that at Moonbase. You agreed you didn’t want anyone else to duplicate you. It’s a safety feature.” 
 
    “I remember saying that,” Brian said, “but I changed my mind. I think it’s a design flaw. I want someone to bring me back if it becomes necessary.” 
 
    Rosa nodded and said, “I don’t feel as vulnerable as you, but with my dad here, that might not be the case. Not if he figures out who I am.” 
 
    “Can you change that?” Brian asked Mei. 
 
    “Not in your current configuration,” Mei said. “When we went final back on Moonbase, that particular parameter was essentially hard-wired in. I can create a new build with a different option. Is that what you want to do?” 
 
    “Yeah. Would that be difficult?” 
 
    “Not really. It’s been a while, so I want to spend a day or two reviewing the design parameters, to make sure the change doesn’t create a bug somewhere else. You would have to trip out first, and then I’ll make a new copy, and we’ll hope that it’s really you.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Why wouldn’t it be me?” 
 
    “It would…more or less. The thing is, once we go final on any given build, that version is fixed forever. If I make a change to the core kernel, which is what you’re talking about, it would be a new entity. It would be a completely separate you.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be a shared mind?” Brian was surprised by this revelation. 
 
    “Not like you are used to. In this case, the analogy of removing a piece of clothing when you trip out doesn’t apply. This would be like building a brand-new mannequin. Both consciousnesses would be separate and distinct.” 
 
    “So, how do we make it work?” 
 
    “The you that you are now will have to trip out without a spare. It wasn’t a consideration when you still had your human self around, but now it will be sort of like committing suicide.” 
 
    “Suicide! You never mentioned that! That’s kind of a big deal.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m telling you,” Mei replied. “This is what caused all the problems for King Lucas. His android version was a separate mental entity, and from the second it stepped out of the replicator, it started plotting against his real, human self. I don’t want a repeat of that, so if you really want to make the change, you have to trip out first…completely.” 
 
    “You’re saying to just trust you.” 
 
    Mei looked somber and nodded. “Yup.” 
 
    “But when you do make a new me, it would essentially still be me, just a new product line of me, as it were.” 
 
    “That’s right. It would be you with your thoughts and memories right up to the second when you tripped out. You would not be able to tell any difference.” 
 
    Brian blew out a chest full of air. “Okay, that’s good enough for me. I want the option of you being able to bring me back if I get wiped out by the Bakkui or anyone else. What about you, Rosa?” 
 
    Rosa shook her head. “Like I said, I left a copy of me on Japurnam. I have to stay with that for the foreseeable future.” 
 
    “Okay,” Mei said. “That’s reasonable.” She looked at Brian. “Want me to get started on that today?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, “and while you’re at it, be sure to fix that fire across the shoulders thing? Or at least leave the build open until we can find it?” 
 
    Mei looked uncertain. “I’m not comfortable leaving the build open over an extended period.” 
 
    “Why not? Wouldn’t that make it less complicated?” 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s what the Bakkui did,” Mei said. “That’s why they get more dangerous with time. When the Second Family first started their illegal research, they must have left the build open. After they screwed up their program, the resulting Bakkui got loose and were free to make changes as they pleased. Since then, it’s been able to keep upgrading itself. That’s how it got to be so deadly now.” 
 
    “Don’t even talk about that,” Brian said uncomfortably. 
 
    “When you consider this from the king’s perspective, this is exactly what he is worried about; someone playing around with different versions of android existence. And when you get down to it, you are exceptionally more capable than the Bakkui. What if I make a mistake, and you turn into an evil twin of yourself? Believe me, the last thing we need is something more deadly than the current Bakkui.” 
 
    King Lucas came through the doorway and evidently heard Mei’s last few words. “I’ll second that motion,” he said in a deep angry voice. “Those monsters are bad enough.” 
 
    Rosa gasped, jumping up in alarm. “Daaa-aaaa-aaa,” she squealed in a tremolo voice. She clapped her hands over her mouth to stifle the comment that was trying to come out. 
 
    Brian visibly withered to see King Lucas entering the room. “Your Majesty!” 
 
    “What are you guys talking about, anyway?” Luke asked, almost savagely. 
 
    Mei seemed unconcerned. “About how the Bakkui keep mutating into more dangerous entities.” 
 
    “Not the most pleasant topic for morning conversation,” Luke said. “I’m looking for Colonel Wade.” 
 
    Brian pulled himself together and bowed. “At your service, Sire.” 
 
    Luke nodded and glanced at Mei. “And you are?” 
 
    “Mei Takahashi, from the Kumamoto Prefecture in Japan.” She gave a small curtsey. 
 
    “Hmmm,” Luke mused, looking at Mei. “I’ve heard a lot about you.” He looked over at Rosa. “What about you? What’s your name?” 
 
    “Rrrrr-rrrr-rrrrrr,” Rosa clapped her hands over her mouth once more. 
 
    “This is Mary Rose, Highness,” Brian said quickly, saving Rosa from botching her identity. “She is from Haiyanas.” 
 
    Luke nodded. “One of Carrier’s adopted daughters. Good for you, my dear. You are quite fortunate.” He turned back to Brian. “I’m told you’re the one behind these ball bearing things. Is that the case?” 
 
    “Yes, Highness. Not just me, however. Mei and I developed them as a team. She is the engineer. I’m a fighter pilot, formerly of your Alliance.” 
 
    Luke spoke to Mei. “They said you’re from Moonbase.” 
 
    “That is correct, Sire. I worked there in ship design.” 
 
    “As an engineer?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Then you must know Riley Stevens.” 
 
    “Of course, Sire,” Mei replied happily. “He’s a genius and my mentor. I was his assistant for several years.” 
 
    “Was? Did something happen to Riley?” 
 
    “Yes, sir; he retired. That’s why I came out to this area. I hated it when he started talking about retiring, but he was just so burnt out; he’s been working twenty-four seven for decades. He struggled with the decision for a couple of years, and I guess he finally made it. I hope he returns to Moonbase someday because, if he did, I would go back in a second.” 
 
    “That’s what Prince Chanuf told me. Said he tried to hire Riley away and that you stopped him.” 
 
    Mei looked embarrassed. “Yes, Highness. At the time, I did not realize who the prince was. He used a pseudonym back then, called himself Henry, of all things.” She scoffed softly. 
 
    Brian concentrated on keeping his own expression neutral. Mei could lie so convincingly, but he was afraid of where the conversation was leading. 
 
    “So, do you know who Freddi is?” Luke asked. 
 
    “Of course. She was Riley’s right hand. He would dream up some new-fangled concept, and together they would make it happen. They were quite a famous team.” 
 
    Luke’s eyes narrowed for his next question. “Were you aware that Freddi was engaged in illegal research?” 
 
    Mei didn’t bat an eye. “You mean turning Princess Rosa into an android?” 
 
    “You knew about that?” Luke barked. 
 
    “Of course. The Princess stayed in my quarters while she underwent the procedure. She and one of your officers who had been appointed as her guardian. What was his name?” she said softly, pursing her lips as though searching for a lost fact. “Captain Kidd…something like that.” 
 
    “And you helped them?” Luke’s face was quickly turning scarlet. “How could you do that?” 
 
    “Because the princess ordered me to. I had no choice.” 
 
    “You could have reported it! Or told Roth, for God’s sake, so he could stop it!” 
 
    “Sire, I couldn’t stand there and watch the princess die. You would never have seen her again. She was very ill, as I’m sure you know.” 
 
    Luke glared at her angrily but said nothing. 
 
    Mei continued, “She wanted to live. She talked about it all the time, coming home to you and Her Majesty. In fact, she did. She left a few weeks before I did. Didn’t you get to meet her?” 
 
    The king’s face turned dark with emotion. “Only for a minute before she passed away.” 
 
    “But she’s still there, isn’t she? That’s why Freddi helped her. So she could keep living.” 
 
    “If you’re talking about that android, it self-destructed…during my questioning.” 
 
    “Oh, Sire! I’m so sorry.” Mei’s expression became one full of concern. “Didn’t she explain that she was the same girl? Didn’t her military guardian?” 
 
    “He was killed, unfortunately. He was still on their spacecraft when it was destroyed.” 
 
    “Destroyed?” Mei said innocently. “How did that happen?” 
 
    Luke would not be baited. “Because I ordered it destroyed,” he snapped. “To wipe out any trace of the Bakkui-like construct that Freddi turned my daughter into. Along with the officer who participated in the process!” 
 
    “You executed Captain Kidd? But all he did was help your daughter.” 
 
    “He allowed her to become an android! That alone is a criminal offense!” 
 
    “He didn’t want to, Sire. He was completely against it. He tried to talk her out of it. He tried very hard to stop Freddi from doing it.” 
 
    The king paused. “I didn’t know that,” he said. “No one mentioned that. But if that’s true, he should have stuck to his principles.” 
 
    “The only reason he agreed to it was because the princess ordered him to. Even then, he insisted that Freddi go through the procedure on him first, so he could be sure it wasn’t going to hurt her.” 
 
    Luke glared at Mei and shook his head. “In that case, he was a fool. He should have carried out his duty.” 
 
    The king’s condemnation was too much for Rosa, who had tried to stay in the background. “How can you say that?” she blurted out. 
 
    The outburst surprised Luke. “What do you mean?” he asked Rosa. 
 
    “He did carry out his duty,” she retorted. “He brought your daughter home! And you killed him for it!” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Luke asked curiously. 
 
    Rosa flinched at his question. “Because…because, you just said so!” she said haltingly. 
 
    “What’s your name again?” 
 
    “That is Mary Rose, Highness,” Brian answered, giving Rosa a sharp look. This was not the time for her to get involved in an argument with her father. One slip and the situation could become a catastrophe. 
 
    “Mary Rose,” Luke said with very little patience, “Captain Kidd violated his oath by participating in android research. That is against Nobility law and the law of his homeworld.” 
 
    “But still,” Rosa persisted. “That was your daughter. How could you not accept her?” 
 
    A flash of anger crossed Luke’s face but quickly faded. His voice took on the note of a parent trying to explain a difficult concept to a child. “Young lady, as one of my sister’s adoptees, you of all people should understand how dangerous the Bakkui are. I don’t know your personal background, but almost all of your siblings are survivors from having their home planets literally wiped out, from having their parents murdered by the Bakkui.” 
 
    “Your daughter is hardly a Bakkui!” Rosa spat. 
 
    The argument was getting far too dangerous for Brian. He thundered at Rosa, “Mary Rose! Do not be disrespectful to your king! Apologize!” 
 
    “No!” she snapped. “He didn’t even try to understand.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Luke replied, his voice quickly becoming ominous. “You weren’t even there, so do not make assumptions about something you know nothing about.” 
 
    Brian moved quickly to stand between Rosa and the king. “Be quiet,” he whispered harshly. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Silence!” he snapped, gripping her shoulders. His fierce expression forced her to relent. 
 
    Mei spoke up calmly. “Mary Rose, the king has a reason to hate android entities. He was one, at one time.” 
 
    The king turned to Mei in astonishment. “How do you know that?” he demanded. 
 
    “Freddi told me, of course. She told me all about your attempt to save your wife from the Greys and how it turned out so badly.” 
 
    “You would do well to keep that to yourself!” Luke warned threateningly. 
 
    “I understand. I just don’t want Mary Rose to think ill of you.” 
 
    “Too late!” Rosa cried. 
 
    “It’s time for you to leave, miss!” Brian barked. “Major Juna!” 
 
    “Yes, Colonel?” Juna said, appearing almost instantly. 
 
    “Escort Mary Rose back to Boogieman. Immediately!” 
 
    “I’m not going back there!” Rosa spat. “I’m going to Juna’s place!” She stared at Luke challengingly. “What do you think of that?” 
 
    Luke was surprised by the question. An almost-smile flickered across his lips. “I’m not the one to ask. I assume you are an adult, but if not, I guess it is a question for Carrie.” 
 
    “I’m asking you.” 
 
    “It’s fine with me.” Luke glanced at Brian. “He’s a respectable man?” 
 
    “An excellent officer, Sire.” 
 
    Luke chuckled and said to Rosa, “Be my guest.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Rosa asked. “You don’t care?” 
 
    “I trust you. Just don’t embarrass your mother. You owe Princess Carrie more than that.” 
 
    Rosa’s anger unexpectedly vanished and relief washed over her expression. She walked over to Luke and gave him a hug, putting her face against his chest, letting out a big sigh. “I won’t. Thank you for saying you trust me.” 
 
    Luke stood awkwardly, accepting the sudden gesture from the young female he thought of as his adoptive niece. He gave Brian a puzzled glance. Brian shook his head in dismay, and then Juna hurried Rosa out. 
 
    “She’s not one of your pilots, is she?” Luke asked. “Prince Chanuf said Carrie’s girls are the ones who flew those things.” 
 
    “No, Sire, she is not. She does work with Mei and I. She’s quite good at extracting cooperation from the Mondique bureaucracy.” 
 
    “I can see how that might be so. She’s a little peculiar, I’d say, but she does have a certain charm. In a way, she reminds me of my own daughter.” After mentioning his daughter, Luke’s face turned dark once more. 
 
    Mei said, “I am so sorry, Your Majesty. In fact, Freddi was worried you would not accept Rosa when she came home. She said your former experience with androids left you with some serious mental scars. I’m sure this new experience didn’t help.” 
 
    Luke’s anger flashed again. “I don’t require your sympathy or understanding. Is that clear?” 
 
    Mei ignored the warning and pressed her argument, “But Freddi also said she discovered the problem in how she created your android. She fixed it when she created the android version of your daughter.” 
 
    “Enough!” Luke snapped. “I am not willing to risk all of humanity on an untested theory. The Second Family tried that, and the result has been the deaths of hundreds of billions of human beings.” 
 
    “You might want to test it out yourself,” Mei suggested. “Let Freddi show you what she did in a laboratory setting. You could get your daughter back and use the technology to defeat the Bakkui.” 
 
    Luke’s face turned stone cold as he studied Mei. Slowly he said, “First of all, Miss Takahashi, I strongly advise you to drop this discussion. Merely the suggestion of using android technology goes against my decree. Do you understand what I am saying? You make another such comment, and I will lock you up and throw away the key.” 
 
    Brian stepped in front of Mei. “Your Majesty! Please!” 
 
    “That goes for you too, son.” 
 
    Mei pulled Brian aside. “Relax,” she told him. To Luke, she said, “It wasn’t a suggestion, Your Majesty, just a question.” 
 
    “Do you have the ability to implement that question?” Luke asked threateningly. 
 
    “Only Freddi can do it,” Mei said. 
 
    “Well, that’s good, because I sent an order to Moonbase for Freddi to self-destruct and told Roth to make sure it happened.” 
 
    “Then I’m very sorry, Highness. The Nobility is poorer than it was.” 
 
    “And safer.” 
 
    “Your Highness, I understand your orders, but forgive me if I don’t agree. I saw your daughter, and I knew her to be a lovely person, whether human or android. To me, she was the same either way.” 
 
    “You will keep that opinion to yourself.” 
 
    “Very well, Highness.” Mei gave him another curtsey. 
 
    Luke took a deep breath. “Listen, I didn’t come here to start an argument or threaten anyone. I’m only trying to get up to speed on these ball bearing type of spacecraft you came up with because Prince Chanuf swears by them. When I first saw them the other day, I was sure they were based on android technology. He says that is not the case.” 
 
    “It’s not Sire,” Brian said. “They are remotely piloted vehicles, like back on Earth. RPVs, in other words.” 
 
    “No android tech?” 
 
    “Mei can explain it,” Brian said. “She’s the brains behind it.” 
 
    “It’s an entirely different concept, Sire,” Mei said. “It does involve enhanced bio-interfaces within the control system. We have to customize them for each pilot. Essentially, it’s the same type of setup that all Alliance fighters have, but a little more sensitive. It gives the pilot better situational awareness and lets them work more closely with the onboard AI autopilot.” 
 
    “I’m familiar with fighter AIs.” Luke said. “I have to say, it’s been a few years since I flew one, but they tell me they’re quite advanced these days.” 
 
    “Would you like me to fit one of our BBs to you, Sire?” Mei asked. “That would explain it all, and I suspect you’d find it quite interesting. 
 
    “No thanks,” Luke said quickly. “I only wanted to make sure nothing untoward was going on.” 
 
    “Just RPVs, Sire,” Brian said. 
 
    “Good enough. I understand you are also using FTL communication. How is it I never heard of that?” 
 
    Mei lowered her gaze with a guilty smile. “That’s my fault, Highness. When I left Moonbase, the plan was for Riley to roll it out on his end. I didn’t realize he would retire before finishing it up.” 
 
    “Can you send instructions back?” Luke asked. “I can spare you one of my engineers from onboard Lulubelle if you could explain what needs to be done.” 
 
    Lulubelle, the seventh iteration of Luke’s flagship, was one of the largest battle carriers that Brian had seen. Over fifteen hundred feet long, the vessel carried three hundred fighters and more offensive armament than a dozen destroyers. 
 
    “That would help,” Mei agreed. “I’ve been wondering what to do because I don’t want to leave Mondique. The situation here is worse than I anticipated. Do you have a shuttle that can make that trip?” 
 
    “Yes, but that brings up another question. I saw a spacecraft on the flight line that doesn’t have any engines—name of Coco. Prince Chanuf couldn’t really give me a rundown on the new drives. What’s the story on that?” 
 
    “Another Riley invention,” Mei said with a smile. “As I recall, Lulubelle has the replicator ability to produce something Coco’s size. That would get your technician there a lot faster. And I can supply one of the people I trained locally. It’s not really a one-man job.” 
 
    “George,” Luke said out loud. “Give Mei access to the maintenance replicator.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” George replied. 
 
    “I’ll designate someone to be on standby. Tell George when you have your tech ready to go,” Luke said. “Now, tell me what else are you two engaged in.” 
 
    Brian and Mei took turns walking King Lucas through the array of their recent efforts from the BBs to their broadening communication network. Luke was happy that Carrie had gotten involved in expanding the scope of what they were trying to do. 
 
    “Carrie told me you sent a team to Haiyanas so her shipyards could build you a BB carrier. When is that due back?” 
 
    “Two or three weeks,” Brian replied. “The first thing they did is establish a subspace beacon, so we’re getting updates every day.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear. I think if Carrie had leaned on Siligong a little, he would have given her leave to open a shipyard here, but I guess what she really wanted was the subspace communication system setup.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Mei said. “She was very clear on that aspect. The team we sent has already installed a full base station in the Haiyanas system and sent out several hundred subspace reconnaissance beacons. In another few months, it will be impossible for the Bakkui to sneak into her territory.” 
 
    “Can you install FTL comm on Lulubelle?” Luke asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir, if I stop work on everything else. I helped Riley with Lulubelle’s design, so I’m relatively familiar with what you need. But it’s not a simple upgrade. I would have to create several system interface components and install each one manually. I brought most of my schematics with me from Moonbase so I could figure it out with enough study. If you let me work with Lulubelle, that would help in designing the specifications.” 
 
    “How long, total?” Luke asked. 
 
    “A week at least, probably more.” 
 
    Luke shook his head. “Hold off on that for now. What are you working on right at the moment?” 
 
    Brian said, “The Bakkui caught us off guard by changing their habit patterns.” He explained how they suddenly bypassed the Corners. “We were lucky to have enough spare BBs to stop their attack, but it made us realize our strategy needs to include backups.” 
 
    “I agree with that,” Luke said. “And it would essentially double your force of pilots.” 
 
    “Mei is working on a few changes, and then we’ll start a new round of production.” 
 
    “And by the way, Sire,” Mei said. “We want to extend our condolences for the three pilots our BBs killed.” 
 
    Luke grimaced without rancor. “Accepted. Inexperienced pilots make fratricide more likely because their fangs come out. And from what I can tell, no one had much choice. Mondique dodged a bullet thanks to your presence.” 
 
    “It was still a tragedy.” 
 
    “I agree. Carrie told me those girls don’t want to fly anymore. I said they should get back on the horse, but she wants to leave them alone. Does that leave you short of pilots? I can send you some.” 
 
    “Not at the moment,” Brian said. “Princess Carrie sent out a call for volunteers on Haiyanas. We’re getting five hundred trainees fairly soon. The first hundred will be on the new BB carrier and the rest will arrive about the same time on a chartered civilian transport.” 
 
    “Five hundred?” Luke was surprised by the number. “That’s about what I have on Lulubelle, and we carry three hundred fighters.” 
 
    “We’re working flat out to get them all equipped,” Brian said, “but it’s not a bad problem to have.” 
 
    “Need help with any of that?” Luke asked. 
 
    “No, sir. Princess Carrie’s daughters that are already here will become our training cadre. They’re not what I would call experienced, but after yesterday, at least they’ve been in combat.” 
 
    “All right. If you find yourself in a hole, give me a call, and I can supplement with some of our experienced flight instructors. That’s up to you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sire,” Brian mumbled. “We…uh…we shall keep it in mind.” 
 
    “I can take a hint,” Luke said with a trace of irony. “I’m only slowing you down. Okay, carry on.” Once he left the room, Brian let out a long sigh. 
 
    “You did good,” Mei said, patting him on the arm. 
 
    “I thought Rosa was going to get us both killed.” 
 
    “She’s a little headstrong, sometimes.” 
 
    “Headstrong? She’s a spoiled brat!” 
 
    “You used to say she had a very philosophic outlook.” 
 
    “Not anymore. Back then, having a terminal illness gave her a certain maturity, but she’s making up for her lost youth now! I can’t believe she’s so childish.” 
 
    “Major Juna seems to like her.” 
 
    “If he can keep her in check, more power to him.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Mei explained to Brian the problem behind the BB pilot’s burning shoulders. “Keep in mind, our basic android design discards almost all human bodily functions. But a few are useful, specifically pain receptors. Your synthetic body uses them the same way your human body did, but generally without the accompanying pain sensation, mostly to enhance your sense of touch.” 
 
    “There was plenty of pain, believe me,” Brian insisted. 
 
    Mei smiled in good humor. “I do believe you. In BB mode, your shoulders control the angle of the projected gravity drives. And every time you impact a target, it rips those gravity drives apart, so there is a pain cutout in what functions as your thalamus. Unfortunately for you, when the BB takes a hit behind the three-nine line, depending on the angle of the drives, the cutout didn’t work. When that happened, all the pain actually registered in your mind. It’s fixed now, I promise.” 
 
    Brian flew the upgraded BB to ensure what she said was true. When Brian requested a shooter during the test flight, a pilot on patrol from Lulubelle was only too happy to blast the BB to smithereens. Although apologies and explanations had been passed up and down the chain of command about how the three pilots had died during the battle, it was unrealistic to expect every trace of resentment had disappeared. 
 
    “It worked,” Brian said, rising from his chair and stretching comfortably when the BB died. “The girls will appreciate that.” 
 
    “Okay. I’m going to lock down that design so we can start producing BB units again. Our new recruits will be here soon, and we’re not even close to having enough BBs for them all. And I still need to retrofit our current BBs so those will be safe to fly. 
 
    Major Juna poked his head in the office and said, “Mary Rose called. As you requested, she asked for additional support in producing more BBs. Colonel Dehur said he’ll look into it.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound promising,” Brian said. “Our trainees are coming and the renovations on those dormitories are still going on. We can’t leave them on that transport so we have to do something about billeting before they get here.” 
 
    “I asked her about that too,” Juna said. “She threw a fit in the billeting office and they promised to send someone over to help sort it out.” 
 
    “Every little bit helps, I guess. When will he arrive?” 
 
    “My impression was first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “Okay, Juna. That’s cutting it close, but it’s better than nothing.” 
 
    “Not much,” Mei said. 
 
    Brian massaged his forehead. “I’m worried, frankly. Our little empire is pretty fragile at this stage because we’ve got too much going on for just the two of us, four if you count Rosa and Juna. What with building the new subspace base stations, sending out more beacons every day, and producing the first twenty-five BBs, we haven’t had time to turn around. Now we need to up the pace by about a thousand percent.” 
 
    “King Lucas said we can ask for help,” Mei pointed out. 
 
    “I’m tempted. But the critical aspect is so sensitive I’m worried it will get out.” 
 
    “Well, instead of worrying about the BBs having an android brain inside, start calling it an enhanced autopilot. How long have people been putting a political spin on topics they don’t want to talk about? Thousands of years? Quit trying to be so honest.” 
 
    “You suppose that would work?” 
 
    “There’s one way to find out.” 
 
    “Hmmm. Okay. I’ll try it on our new helper for the billeting problem. Let’s see if it floats.” 
 
    “It’s worth a shot.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Brian and Mei got to the office early to prepare a to-do list for the billeting assistant. Twenty minutes later, Juna appeared in the doorway, but he looked worried. “He’s here,” he said, “but he’s not who I expected.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Brian said. “Beggars can’t be choosers. We ask for so much lately that we’re lucky if they give us the time of day.” 
 
    Footsteps sounded in the hall behind Juna, and he jumped aside, standing at attention. He announced, “General Sheffan, welcome to the office of Colonel Wade.” 
 
    An older man in a military uniform came in and nodded at Brian. His rank insignia consisted of five starbursts, the highest Brian had seen on Mondique or anywhere else, for that matter. Out of habit, Brian jumped to his feet and saluted. “Sir!” he snapped. 
 
    Sheffan returned a casual salute and motioned for Brian to sit down. “Relax, Colonel,” Sheffan said. “I’m here as your assistant, not the other way around.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    Sheffan greeted Mei and then grabbed an armchair to drag over in front of Brian’s desk. He sat down and nodded expectantly at Brian’s empty chair. Brian dropped into his seat; his expression still uncertain. 
 
    Sheffan actually smiled. “Listen, son. First, let’s dispense with the formalities. I understand that where you’re from, it means I should call you Brian. Is that right?” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Next, you need to understand the new reality of the situation. I gather from your expression, no one has filled you in.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “We’re going to let you keep your rank for now because Princess Carrie thinks it’s appropriate. But practically speaking, that’s out the window.” 
 
    “It is?” 
 
    Sheffan looked over at Mei. “Is he always this slow?” 
 
    Mei smiled. “No, but he’s overly intimidated by rank if that’s what you mean. He’ll catch up eventually.” 
 
    Sheffan chuckled. To Brian, he said, “What I’m telling you, young man, is to start thinking of yourself in a different way. I’d recommend Director. That’s generic enough to apply to almost anything. In case you aren’t aware of it yet, a lot of people recognize that you were the one who saved this planet from that last attack. I don’t know where you came up with this concept of fighting the Bakkui, but obviously, it works. As I understand it, you combined FTL comm with a sort of enhanced autopilot for these things you call BBs. Is that right?” 
 
    Mei nailed that one on the head, Brian thought. He didn’t have to be asked twice. “Yes, sir, that’s exactly right.” 
 
    “So for now, the powers-that-be want you to concentrate on that mission and that mission only. Me and a lot of other folks will take care of the necessary logistics.” 
 
    “Thank you, General.” 
 
    “What you’re doing is new and a little unconventional, but it works, so that’s why we’re all behind you. Now, I understand you need production capability.” 
 
    “That’s correct. We have—” 
 
    Sheffan waved his hand, cutting off Brian’s words. “Spare me the details, son.” He turned toward the door where footsteps clattered in the hallway. “Madoba, you out there yet? Get your ass in here.” 
 
    “I’m here, sir!” 
 
    Another army general came into the office, this one with fewer starbursts on his epaulets. At Sheffan’s nod, the newcomer dragged up another chair. 
 
    Sheffan continued, “This is the lad I told you about. Brian, this is General Madoba. He’s going to take care of your production issues.” 
 
    “I understand,” Brian said. Like Mei said, he was slow sometimes, but he eventually caught up. The presence of the two officers meant his entire operation had just shifted into high gear. 
 
    Sheffan said, “I’m going to have a conversation with Major Juna, so he understands what’s going on. I’ll leave him with you, by the way. You happy with him?” 
 
    “Completely.” 
 
    “Good man. I’ll point him in the right direction to get the new pilots bedded down. King Lucas told me they are all adopted children of his sister, Princess Carrie.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, that’s correct.” 
 
    “All female?” 
 
    “No, sir. Men and women, about fifty-fifty. They were raised as siblings.” 
 
    “Okay, that makes it a little less difficult but still something to be careful of. We’ll take care of them in the proper manner. Still with me?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Absolutely.” 
 
    “Good. I’m leaving, so you and Madoba can talk about the technical details all you want. His title, by the way, is Commanding General of His Majesty’s Ministry of Military Material and Procurement. He has about seventy thousand people working for him, so if you run into something he doesn’t understand, he can find someone who will, but frankly, I can’t imagine that being the case.” 
 
    “You never know,” Madoba said equably. 
 
    “He’s all yours, in any event,” Sheffan said, slapping his colleague on the back. 
 
    After Sheffan walked out, Madoba looked around the room curiously, his expression slightly bemused by the stark furnishings. 
 
    “So, this is the place everyone is talking about,” he said, almost to himself. To Mei, he asked, “Are you part of this team? I heard there was a young woman involved.” 
 
    “I’m the design engineer,” she replied. “My name is Mei.” 
 
    “Okay. Hello, Mei. Brian, tell me exactly what you need right now, and what you would like tomorrow. And to start with, I’m moving one of our mobile production units to this location later today. It’s big enough to handle something the size of that vessel out there on the flight line.” He pointed out of the window to Coco sitting on the ramp. “If you need anything bigger, we can make that happen too.” 
 
    Brian took a deep breath. “That should do it for now, sir. Our first production run will be for five hundred BB units, and they are much smaller than that yacht. One of my people, Mary Rose, is working with your C3 division to get subspace communication base stations set up and running in this solar system. And whenever we have spare time, we want to keep sending out subspace monitors.” 
 
    “Right. It appears a lot of the ministry is terrified of your Miss Mary Rose. I’m not sure how she does it, but I wish I had a few more like her on my staff. Anyway, those additional base stations got bumped up in priority last night. We should have them online within the next fourteen days. How many of the beacons do you need?” 
 
    “As many as I can get. I’ll take a million if you can manage it, and that’s not an exaggeration. The further out we can send them, the more we’ll know about what the Bakkui are doing.” 
 
    Madoba nodded. “I’m not sure we can fill up the galaxy, as you seem to be suggesting, but I’ll look into it. How many have you sent out so far?” 
 
    “A couple thousand. When we’re not working on other things, we churn them out, but it’s only a drop in the bucket.” 
 
    “I’ll add those to our list. Anything else I should know?” 
 
    Brian gave him a grateful smile. “Not at the moment. Thank you, General. Mei and I feel a lot better being part of your team.” 
 
    Madoba gave him a headshake. “Actually, we are part of your team. You need to start thinking that way.” He stood up. “I’ll get started. If you see a new building going up next to your office, here, don’t worry. I’m putting in a satellite headquarters so we can keep things moving. You two keep working,” he said and then left. 
 
    “That’s like day and night,” Mei said. “I almost feel hopeful.” 
 
    “Who was behind that?” Brian wondered. “Did Rosa actually make all that happen?” 
 
    “Not by herself. It’s pretty obvious King Lucas laid down the law. Not that it took much of a push. General Sheffan was pretty clear they know you saved their asses yesterday.” 
 
    “I’m not really used to this kind of treatment.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “In the military I come from, the reward for excellence is lack of punishment.” He nodded to himself. “I like this way a lot better.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    An Alliance colonel and two majors showed up the following morning. It was a pleasant surprise that they spoke English. 
 
    “Good morning, Director Wade. I’m Gene York, from the Lulubelle. I understand you’re expecting new RPV trainees?” 
 
    “Hello, Gene. That’s right. They are all Princess Carrie’s children.” 
 
    “Right. I’m aware of the family relations—quite a lot of ins and outs working for the Warlord. What I want you to know is my two buddies and me, that’s Josh, and that’s Bree, have a background in UAV operations. That’s what we called them on Earth, unmanned aerial vehicles. I can see you have a unique system here, but we can help you establish a training program, especially since the young people coming in don’t have any basic flight training in their background. At least that’s our understanding.” 
 
    “Okay,” Brian said uncertainly. He was not sure if their help would be a good thing or open a can of worms. “Just so you are aware, they are receiving training while en route. Mei can give you their syllabus.” 
 
    “Mei, if we can get that from you in a little while, that will help. And Brian, if you’re good with it, we’ll set up a squadron operations center over near the base theater. We’ll add some basic combat operations into the curriculum; things like radio terminology, basic fighter maneuvers, flying in formation, target ID; that sort of stuff. Once they get that under their belt, we’ll turn them over to you for BB specific instruction. The boss said you have to customize each BB to its individual pilot. Catchy name, by the way, BB. Does it stem from Golden BB?” 
 
    Brian and Mei both laughed. “Exactly!” Brian said. “No one here ever got the connection.” 
 
    York grinned and said, “All of us from Earth got it right off the bat.” 
 
    Mei said, “Thank you for your offer, Colonel York. We would love for you to take over our training program. I’d like to start by having you evaluate the pilots we already have and giving them supplemental training. How long would that take?” 
 
    “You tell me when you need them, ma’am, and we’ll make it fit. Since they are already operational, we can cycle them in and out of the syllabus without any trouble.” 
 
    “No rush,” Mei said. “But if you could get them up to speed on your overall syllabus by the time our new arrivals get here, that would be perfect. After that, I’ll be ready for a batch of about twenty graduates every five days.” 
 
    “Sounds good. We’ll get it sorted out. Plan on a two-week course, and we’ll start a new one every Monday. It won’t be a problem to run two tracks simultaneously. That way, the students can have weekends off to get acclimated and do self-study.” 
 
    “That would be great.” 
 
    After York and his compatriots left, Brian said, “Weekends? Man, we’ve been working too hard. I don’t remember the last time we had a Saturday afternoon.” 
 
    “Coco,” Mei said out loud. “What day is it?” 
 
    The familiar voice appeared in their minds. Today is Thursday, April twenty-third, Earth Standard Calendar. 
 
    “It’s your birthday next week,” Mei said to Brian. 
 
    “I never would have known. Birthdays seem so long ago. When is your birthday? Do you have one?” 
 
    “Not exactly, but when people used to ask, I told them December twenty-sixth. It’s just inconvenient enough that I never had to worry about birthday parties.” 
 
    “We’ll have to do something about that one of these days,” Brian said thoughtfully. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 15 – Battle Prep 
 
    A fair-sized group had gathered outside Base Ops to watch the arrival of the new BB carrier. 
 
    “They named it Shamu,” Brian told the modest assemblage. “Mei designated the model as the Remington Class BB carrier.” 
 
    “That’s as good as any,” Luke said. “We’ve come up with some strange names over the years. Any particular reason?” He unconsciously patted the sawed-off shotgun that he kept holstered to his thigh. 
 
    “No,” Mei replied blandly. “No reason. Here it comes now.” She pointed at the dark shape descending toward the landing area. 
 
    As it drew closer, Luke chuckled. “I think that is the perfect designation after all. Good job, you two.” 
 
    Brian was justifiably proud of Mei’s new design and suspected the king would appreciate the nomenclature. The vessel had two launch tubes across the top of an ellipsoid-shaped main superstructure. Each barrel was three hundred feet long and twenty-five feet across. From a distance, it did remotely resemble a shotgun. 
 
    “Not that I don’t appreciate the way it looks,” Luke said. “But what is the thought process behind it?” 
 
    Brian explained, “Alliance carriers typically launch fighters sideways into a line-abreast formation. Their primary goal is to protect the mother ship until the battle actually starts. BBs, however, are offensive from the get-go. We fire them directly at the enemy to engage them as far away as possible.” 
 
    Luke smiled and said, “So, you really do shoot the BBs right out of the nose. It’s a giant-sized, double-barreled twelve gauge.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t exactly put it that way, but yeah. Each tube is wide enough for one BB, and they stack up in a loading chamber, as it were. So, with both—barrels, as you put it—we can fire off a hundred BBs in a single stream; maybe it’s more like a paintball gun. The goal is to get them as far ahead of the fleet as possible and engage before the Bakkui ever come in range of friendly ships.” 
 
    “What about recovery?” Luke asked. “Do they fly back inside the tube?” 
 
    “No, you can’t see it from here, but at the stern, there is a large recovery bay. It gives us a chance to weed out any battle-damaged units and feed the rest back into the launch chamber. All that is managed by the autopilot the same way as on your main dreadnaught carriers.” 
 
    “That’s a good system. And since they are unmanned, you didn’t have to worry about pilot access.” 
 
    “Correct. The situation tank is behind the bridge. It’s fitted out much like the base theater. Once the combat portion of a mission is completed, the pilot trips out and goes into a debrief or maybe crew rest for the next engagement.” 
 
    “If you can do all that with a subspace communication link, why go to space at all?” Luke asked. “Why not just send out multiple formations all over this area with a hundred BBs in each one?” 
 
    “We plan to do that as well,” Mei said. “But our feeling is that your fleets would appreciate having a BB carrier as part of their contingent. As we train more BB pilots, we hope to reduce the threat enough that that will change.” 
 
    Brian said, “Ultimately, we want to have thousands of BBs roaming through Bakkui space, taking them out one-by-one until they are completely wiped out.” 
 
    Luke’s eyes unfocused as though he were looking at the possibility in the future. “That would be a great day,” he said, almost reverently. “If we ever get to that point, just name your reward, and you shall have it.” 
 
    Brian had only one wish, the same as Mei; the right to live without fear. From an android, it was a request Luke would never grant. Beyond that, Brian doubted that either he or Mei would even ask; the request itself was too great a risk. The king already knew there was an android loose within his empire by the name of Brian Kidd. 
 
    “We hope to take you up on that,” he replied diplomatically. 
 
    “When will you be ready for a patrol mission?” Luke asked. “I’d like to see what your new concept can do.” 
 
    “Several weeks at least, Sire. There are a hundred trainees on the carrier, and the other four hundred will arrive the day after tomorrow on the charter flight. We have to get all the new pilots trained, and Mei is still ramping up BB production.” 
 
    Luke shook his head. “Wrong answer, son. You already have twenty trained pilots so they can train the newbies. And I hear you have a hundred BBs ready to go.” 
 
    “That’s true, but—” 
 
    “My first officer tells me Bakkui forces are heading in this direction. They appear to be coming from the old Eighth and Ninth Family territories. The Alliance Seventeenth Fleet is shoring up the Seventh Family, but they need help. I don’t want to lose Marrava.” 
 
    “What time frame are you talking about, Sire?” Brian asked. “There is no way to have Shamu manned and ready for combat in less than three weeks. Even that is pushing the reality of what we can accomplish.” 
 
    “We leave the day after tomorrow,” Luke said. “I’ll lead the fleet aboard Lulubelle.” 
 
    “So soon?” Mei asked. “Sire, I haven’t installed subspace aboard your flagship. You’ll need that in battle just to understand what the BBs are doing.” 
 
    Giving Lulubelle subspace communication was on Mei’s to-do list, but there was too much going on. She hadn’t even started work on the necessary interfaces. 
 
    “Good point. In that case, I want you to come with us on Lulubelle and do the upgrade en route.” Luke shook his head at Mei’s incredulous expression. “It’s that, or write off the entire Seventh Family, and that’s not gonna happen. We just lost the Eighth Family and young King Dajona. Losing another Family is not an option.” 
 
    Brian wilted at the suggestion of leaving so soon. He glanced at Mei, but she only shrugged. When the king wanted something, saying no was not really an option. 
 
    “Very well, Your Majesty,” Brian said. “Then please excuse us; we have a lot to get sorted out.” 
 
    “Yes, you do.” 
 
    That night aboard Shamu, Mei made a copy of herself and went aboard Lulubelle. She called Brian after getting settled in her new quarters. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me,” she said lightheartedly. “They gave me a VIP suite, and on Lulubelle, that’s saying a lot. It’s fancier even than Lexi.” 
 
    In fact, she was also lying right beside him on their bed in Coco’s captain’s cabin. 
 
    “All right. Take care.” He cut the connection and said to the Mei beside him. “You need to stay right here until Lulubelle lifts off. And once we get aboard Shamu, don’t even think about coming to the bridge. The last thing we need is for the king to see you on two ships at once.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    The next morning, Brian asked Princess Carrie to select eighty of her children to team up with the twenty girls already trained in piloting BBs. He explained how the king wanted to use them as trainers. 
 
    She barked an angry reply, “Luke doesn’t tell my kids what to do! Shamu brought a hundred candidates, and that’s who will go on this hair-brained mission. I’m sending Barbara and the others back to Japurnam. They’ve done enough.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Brian said reticently. He was learning not to argue. 
 
    Next on his list was to meet with Shamu’s ferry captain, who had commanded the BB carrier from Haiyanas Seven. 
 
    Brian tried to strike up a conversation, but the man was only interested in turning the ship over. The crew had already heard the news that they were going off on a combat mission later that day. They were all adopted offspring of Princess Carrie and excited at the prospect. 
 
    The captain, however, had no desire in defending the frontier. “Shamu, transfer all command authority to Captain Wade,” he said, cutting off any attempt at conversation. 
 
    “Acknowledged,” the ship’s AI replied. “Captain Brian Wade, now commanding.” 
 
    “Good day to you, sir,” the ferry captain muttered and fairly sprinted from the bridge. 
 
    “Have the crew report to the mess,” Brian said to Shamu. It was time to get to know everyone. 
 
    In the mess, he spoke to each of his fifty crew members. First on the list was Robert, the first officer. He was one of Carrie’s sons. 
 
    “Glad to meet you, sir,” Robert said. “Mei told us a lot about you during Shamu’s construction.” 
 
    The crew and all the new pilots already knew that Mei and Brian were androids. Aunt Carrie had supposedly sworn them to secrecy, but for Brian’s peace of mind, it meant far too many were in on his little secret. Sooner or later, someone would make an indiscreet comment, and the word would be out. 
 
    When that inevitably happened, King Lucas wouldn’t care what the excuse was, he’d gun Brian down on the spot. It was time to get serious about always having a backup, and if possible, an escape plan. 
 
    Mei walked into the mess hall, and everyone greeted her like a close friend. Brian had almost finished his introduction to his new crew when Princess Carrie arrived and everyone in the room called out to her affectionately. The overt fondness they had for Carrie made Brian uneasy. He wondered who the real captain of the ship was. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Colonel Wade,” Carrie said as if reading his mind. “I promise to stay out of your way.” 
 
    Mei had told Brian that Carrie had once been an Alliance admiral. When he checked the archives, he found Carrie had made similar promises of nonintervention in the past but was rarely true to her word. 
 
    “I’m going to hold you to that, Highness,” Brian said. “Once we go into combat, you are welcome to manage the tank and oversee the BB battle. But just to be clear, the first time you come to the bridge, I’ll relinquish command and take over the situation room instead. We can’t be stepping on each other’s toes during a battle.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Carrie replied, amused by his declaration. 
 
    Brian hoped she didn’t consider his remarks as a challenge. “Did you bring your pilots?” he asked. 
 
    “They’re coming aboard now. Everyone wants to be in on this mission.” 
 
    “I appreciate their enthusiasm, Highness, but this won’t be a joy ride. Although we don’t have much choice in the matter, getting a hundred new pilots checked out in fourteen days will be a miracle. It means the first time we meet the Bakkui, all they will have is simulation training.” 
 
    Carrie nodded and said, “It’ll work out.” 
 
    Brian added, “And that assumes we don’t have any washouts. Not everyone is cut out to fly fighters. We have to implement a strict training program to get them ready for combat.” 
 
    “Suit yourself. I’m going to take a tour of the ship. Would you like to come along?” 
 
    He did indeed want to tour his new command, but not with Carrie. The crew idolized their adoptive mother, and he didn’t want to be seen as nothing more than her assistant. It was a bad mindset for going into battle. 
 
    Mei interrupted before he could answer. “You go ahead, Your Highness,” she said. “There are a couple of things I should discuss with him first.” 
 
    “Very well,” Carrie said with a wink to Mei. “Maybe you can convince him I won’t be in his way.” 
 
    Once Carrie left, Brian leaned over and whispered, “Thank you! I wasn’t sure what to tell her.” 
 
    “You’re really stressing out,” Mei said. “What’s the problem? I thought you would be glad we have the BB carrier. It’s exactly what you wanted.” 
 
    “It is, I love it. But everyone on board knows I’m an android and they’ll never keep it quiet. Sooner or later, one of them is going to slip up, and then the king will know about me…about us. Tonight, without fail, I want you to finish that new build on me. I have no problem tripping out blind if that’s what it takes to start a new version.” 
 
    “I can’t tonight; there’s too much going on, but quit worrying so much. I promise the crew is not going to spill the beans.” 
 
    “How can you say that? You just saw them. They’re hardly more than teenagers, and at that age they’re like chatterboxes. None of them can keep a secret.” 
 
    “First of all, they are not teenagers; you know better. Most of them are in their thirties. Second, I promise they’ll keep quiet. I’ll explain later, but they’re on the inside of Carrie’s joke against the king, and they love it.” 
 
    “How is this a joke? The only one on the inside is me, and I feel like a fish in a barrel.” 
 
    “Relax, babe. I’m right in there with you. It’ll be okay, trust me.” 
 
    “This voyage is going to be a nightmare,” Brian complained. 
 
    “No, it won’t. Princess Carrie has already decided to stay behind on Boogieman. She wants to talk to me about another project while the king is gone. She’s just pulling your chain.” 
 
    Relief flooded Brian’s expression. “Thank God for that. But I’m worried about you going on Lulubelle. Will you be able to finish their subspace installation?” 
 
    “I will if they give me the room to operate. But quit freaking out. We’ll be together right here on Shamu the whole time.” 
 
    Brian nodded. “That’s the only thing that keeps me going. Our entire situation is getting insane. We spend all our energy tap-dancing around the truth because the king has a hang-up about androids.” 
 
    “Want me to get rid of him? I can make a copy of you to look just like him. Then we won’t have to worry about it.” 
 
    He looked at her in horror. “Don’t even joke about something like that,” he whispered fiercely. 
 
    Mei snickered at him. “You are not cut out for undercover work, that’s for sure.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    By the time Shamu lifted off from Mondique, she was carrying a hundred BB pilots and no Princess Carrie. Brian breathed a sigh of relief and concentrated on training. The pleasant surprise was that it went smoothly. Mei took over operations in the situation tank and drilled the trainees continuously. She divided them into groups, assigning the most capable as squadron leaders. 
 
    She also stayed off the bridge and relayed to Brian what the copy of her aboard Lulubelle was doing. The progress on that end was far too slow for her liking, thanks to the technical assistance the king had provided. 
 
    “This is going to be a long voyage on my end,” she told Brian. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
   
 
  

 Royal Palace on Japurnam Five 
 
    Princess Rosa was in the shower when Jeff sent her a message. Your mother wishes you to meet a guest in the conservatory. The subspace installation team has completed their work. 
 
    “Okay, tell her I’ll be right there.” 
 
    That was good news. She was hoping to connect with herself on Haiyanas. It had been a constant worry that Aunt Carrie might not have accepted an android version of her only niece. 
 
    Rosa hurried through the palace to her mom’s favorite room. She was already in there with a female visitor. The woman turned around, and Rosa squealed with delight. “Mei! You’re the installation team?” She gave her friend a big hug. “Oh my God, I’m so happy to see you!” Then she stepped back, and her countenance darkened. “Mei, I have sad news. Brian didn’t make it. My father killed him.” 
 
    “I know,” Mei replied. “He told me all about it.” 
 
    “Huh? Who?” 
 
    “Brian. He’s fine, he got away clean. In fact, he thought you had died.” 
 
    “He’s alive?” Rosa asked excitedly. “Where is he?” 
 
    “In a couple of places. He just left in a new starship that we designed to go fight the Bakkui and he’s also on the fourth planet of the Mondique system in the Tenth Family territory. In fact, you’re there with us with your Aunt Carrie.” 
 
    “Really? Oh, my God. That’s so great!” Rosa grabbed her mother’s arm. “Did you hear that? Isn’t that wonderful?” 
 
    Annie carefully disengaged herself from her daughter’s clutches and said, “Yes, I heard; I’m right here. But who is this person?” 
 
    “This is Mei! She’s the one who…” Rosa glanced at Mei with raised eyebrows asking if it was okay to spill the beans? 
 
    “Hello again, Your Majesty. It’s been a long time.” 
 
    “Do I know you?” Annie asked. 
 
    “You do. Back then, my name was Freddi. I look a lot different now.” 
 
    “Freddi?” the queen exclaimed in surprise. “My Freddi? The one who rescued us?” She looked Mei up and down. “How did this happen?” she said, gesturing at Mei’s seemingly human body. 
 
    “It’s a long story, but the short of it is, I worked for Riley Stevens for the last twenty years. I helped Rosa when she came along, and here we are. I take it you and Rosa are reconciled?” 
 
    “Of course, we are,” Annie said, hugging her daughter. “Thank you for saving her life. And you say there is another one of her on Mondique?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Mei said. “I asked to meet with you so I could warn her what would happen when we turn on the subspace link.” 
 
    “I’ll get updated, right?” 
 
    “You should. Since this is your first time with subspace comm, I’ll help you to navigate thru the link. After that, it will be automatic. Ready?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Rosa said with a grin. “I’ve been wondering how my reunion with Aunt Carrie turned out.” 
 
    “You’ll be satisfied, I think. Here we go. Jeff, activate the subspace link with Mondique.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    Mei touched Rosa’s mind and said, Here is the routing point on this end, and now we’re going through to the other end. Find your identifier like you did on the moon and connect the same way you did when you came back from Saturn. 
 
    Rosa smiled, and her eyes unfocused as the flood of experiences appeared in her memory. “Oh, my!” she exclaimed. After a moment, she looked at her mother, guiltily. 
 
    “What?” Annie asked. 
 
    Rosa grinned sheepishly, and her face flushed. “I have a boyfriend, Major Juna. 
 
    Annie looked embarrassed in return. “Well, from your expression, I guess it’s going well. You don’t need to share the details.” 
 
    “I think you’re right,” Rosa replied. “Oh…Dad’s there! He knows… Well, actually, he doesn’t know much of anything, does he?” 
 
    Mei explained to Annie. “Rosa is hiding in plain sight as one of Carrie’s adopted children. The king believes that I was an assistant to Riley, which was true, and that I helped Rosa during her transition, but doesn’t know who I actually am. It’s best to keep it that way for now.” 
 
    “And he’s gone off to war again,” Rosa added resignedly. “He wants to save the Seventh Family.” Noticing her mother’s confused expression, she said, “Don’t worry, Mom. I’ll tell you what’s going on.” Except for her relationship with Juna, she explained to her mother in great detail about all that was happening on Mondique. She concluded by saying, “And three days ago, Daddy made Mei go with him on Lulubelle. Boy, that’s a disaster waiting to happen.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
   
 
  

 Seventh Family territory 
 
    Mei entered Lulubelle’s bridge in a bad mood. They were ten days out from Mondique. During the voyage, Luke frequently ordered Mei to the bridge to brief him on her progress. He wanted proof the new subspace system was working before they encountered the Bakkui. 
 
    The fleet consisted of Lulubelle, the Repulse, which was another dreadnaught-sized carrier, along with eight cruisers and six destroyers. They made up a formidable force. 
 
    Neville Crosby, Lulubelle’s first officer, was talking with Luke. “I expect there is no doubt the Bakkui know who’s leading this fleet.” 
 
    Mei liked Neville. He had a quiet air of competence and helped her get settled in when she first came aboard, making sure she had everything needed to carry out her technical support mission. 
 
    Luke nodded. “We’re the ones who taught them to disperse reconnaissance drones. They do it rather effectively.” 
 
    Bakkui intelligence gathering was such that they inevitably attacked any fleet the Warlord was commanding. King Lucas was their highest priority target, and it didn’t matter where he traveled within Nobility space. 
 
    “This time, we may have a surprise for them,” Neville said. 
 
    Luke saw Mei come onto the bridge. “I hope you’re here to tell me it’s working.” 
 
    “Not even close,” she replied sourly. It was a useless question because they both knew the answer. 
 
    “Why not?” he demanded. “The fleet needs this capability.” 
 
    “I could have finished it,” Mei said impatiently, “as you well know. But the five engineers you assigned to help me won’t let me do anything without a complete explanation of every single step I take. I could have had it done days ago.” 
 
    “And then we wouldn’t have any idea how to maintain it.” 
 
    “If it breaks, I’ll fix it. But it’s worthless now since I can’t complete the installation!” 
 
    Luke leaned closer and said, “I’ve known geeks like you all my life. If someone doesn’t manage you properly, you make tiny changes to a complicated system and walk away. And then, no one knows what you did or how to fix it. That doesn’t work in deep space.” 
 
    “Well, it’s too late now, anyway. I just had a talk with Shamu.” 
 
    Luke was instantly suspicious. “About what?” 
 
    “I asked if she could link up with George to share the news.” 
 
    “What news?” 
 
    “She just detected a fleet of Bakkui. I asked her to feed her reconnaissance data to George. At least you’ll get the information second hand. It will give you a general idea of what is happening. But you need to keep in mind there’s a delay.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “Enough that you can’t rely on it in combat. Lulubelle, show Shamu’s subspace data on the tactical screen.” 
 
    “Should I accept this command, Commander?” George asked. 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    The tactical display zoomed out to show the Seventh Family region and a portion of nearby Bakkui territory. In the center of the screen, a cluster of icons represented Luke’s fleet. 
 
    Mei pointed at the gray dots that were sparsely sprinkled throughout the Seventh Family area. “Those are the subspace monitor beacons currently in place. There’s not much coverage beyond our present position. That will get better over the next few months, but we just received tracking data that a massive enemy force is headed our way. Give it a second to update.” 
 
    As she spoke, the outermost dots flared gently, and a stream of yellow icons indicating Bakkui warships began appearing on the screen. 
 
    “Speak of the devil,” Luke said. “There they are. George, put our fighter crews on cockpit alert.” 
 
    A klaxon sounded throughout the ship. 
 
    “Captain Wade is calling,” George said. 
 
    “Put him on.” 
 
    The communication screen illuminated with Brian’s worried face. Another display showed the current visual of Shamu itself, twelve thousand feet off the starboard beam, holding in a line-abreast formation. 
 
    “Sire,” Brian said, “I understand you are receiving data on the Bakkui intrusion?” 
 
    “I see it,” Luke replied. “What have they got out there?” 
 
    “You’ll get detailed information momentarily, but I request permission to engage.” 
 
    “Granted.” 
 
    “Shamu out,” Brian said, and the comm screen faded out. 
 
    The screen with Shamu showed a hundred Golden BBs burst forth in a stream from both barrels. The small amount of atmosphere trapped in between the individual BBs flared brightly as the friction of ejection ignited it. 
 
    Luke chuckled and said, “It really does look like a shotgun when it fires.” 
 
    “George,” Mei said, “show Shamu’s close-in tactical display—not the situation tank.” 
 
    “Do it,” Luke said. 
 
    Mei pointed at several indicators in succession, explaining the meaning behind each one. “Information from our subspace beacons is included, plus Shamu integrates visual data from each of the BB’s. The result is a lot more accurate than you’re used to.” 
 
    The order of battle quickly took shape. The arriving force was enormous. The numbers at the bottom of the tactical screen began counting up. In seconds it showed over two thousand Bakkui destroyers and almost half that many carriers. 
 
    “Those are real numbers?” Luke asked. 
 
    Mei nodded grimly. “It’s absolutely accurate.” 
 
    “Lulubelle, you have the hammer. Launch all fighters.” 
 
    “Acknowledged. I have the hammer. Fighters launching now.” 
 
    “Wait on your missiles,” Mei suggested. “Give the BBs a moment to thin out their assault.” 
 
    “They better do it pretty damn quick.” 
 
    “They will. But notice you are getting enemy location data much further away than you ever have before. Your normal acquisition is about thirty to fifty AUs, isn’t that right? And by the time you get it, it’s outdated.” 
 
    “Yeah, roughly.” 
 
    “Those targets are still at five hundred AUs. Remember that is real-time data. You don’t have to guess when they’ll suddenly show up in your face. You can see it all before it happens.” 
 
    “I can see how that helps,” Luke admitted. “Would our missiles even work that far out?” 
 
    “Of course,” Mei replied. “But the targeting accuracy would be degraded. They would lock on to the first ship they could detect, and by then, the order of battle will have shifted significantly. Missiles used to be your long-range weapon; that’s what the BBs are now. Save your missiles for close-in combat when you’re in a bind. Use them for high priority targets.” 
 
    Neville pointed at the screen. “The BBs are almost there.” 
 
    “Lulubelle,” Mei said, “put the lead BB’s front camera on your secondary display.” 
 
    “Do it,” Luke told George. “And accept her orders on display data until I say otherwise.” He looked at Mei. “You’re pretty good at this. How many battles have you been in?” 
 
    “None, but I’ve reviewed thousands of combat recordings for my engineering work.” 
 
    “It shows. Your situational awareness is excellent.” 
 
    The tactical display illuminated with the lead BB’s front view. It showed a far off Bakkui carrier expanding quickly until the bow filled the screen. After a burst of white light, the shot zeroed in on another carrier. In the next few minutes, the sequence of events repeated over a dozen times. 
 
    On the main tactical screen, the numbers of Bakkui carriers ratcheted down rapidly. 
 
    Luke glanced out of the bridge window, but it held nothing but the blackness of space. 
 
    “We’re still a couple of light days away from the action,” Mei said. “We won’t see anything until we get closer. A hundred BBs can’t stop a force that big in their tracks, but once the Bakkui try to defend themselves, they’ll start slowing down and that will make them easier targets. If they were smart, they would disengage, but they never do. You’ve seen that yourself.” 
 
    “I like this way of fighting,” Luke said, intently studying the tactical screen. “The BBs are doing a good job. They’re taking out the carriers first. Neville, look there, on the left. That group of destroyers is trying to flank us. Keep an eye on them.” 
 
    “Aye, sir. I’d suggest we move Blue Squadron to our ten o’clock, about twenty AUs.” 
 
    “Do it. There goes another splinter. They’re going vertical, low.” 
 
    “Got it,” Neville replied. 
 
    For the next several minutes, the battle widened as the Bakkui struggled to avoid the BBs yet still close on their main objective. 
 
    Brian’s face appeared on the communication screen. “Something’s not right.” 
 
    “How so?” Luke asked. “What are your losses?” 
 
    “I’m down nineteen; the Bakkui have smartened up because they’re not slowing to engage the BBs. That’s not the problem, though. The furthest beacons are detecting a reinforcement thrust that’s too small to be of any tactical value. That isn’t one of their usual tactics, so I’m not sure what they’re trying to accomplish.” 
 
    “They’ve been experimenting with targeted reinforcements recently,” Luke said. “It’s never been a problem because they do such a bad job of it.” 
 
    “Very well. I’ll concentrate the BBs on the remainder of their main fleet. They are still attempting an encirclement, which is idiotic on their part.” 
 
    Luke studied the tactical screen. “I see what you mean. But it’s pulling a big part of your force out to the flanks. They might be trying to spread out your BBs and then strike from behind with the reinforcements. I could fire a few missiles up the center; that might keep the new arrivals off your six.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea. I just—oh, crap!” 
 
    On the tactical display, a new line of beacons, much closer to Lulubelle than the current battle, began flashing, followed by a group of yellow icons appearing at high speed. 
 
    “The main force was a feint,” Brian said. “Lulubelle, you’re the target! Get your ass out of there now! I’ll block the first few. Helm, all ahead full. Target the nearest ship!” 
 
    Luke said, “Lulubelle, bug out vertical, now! And show me the Shamu!” 
 
    “What is that kid doing?” Neville asked. “He’s got squat for armament.” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Mei said. “He has the same shield configuration as the BBs.” 
 
    The tactical screen shifted to show Shamu moving directly in front of Lulubelle, accelerating toward the approaching threat. One of the massive Bakkui battleships became visible, quickly growing in size. 
 
    Shamu’s pointed shields hit it straight on the nose, slicing through its hull from bow to stern, leaving nothing but an expanding sphere of debris behind. Another battleship appeared in close trail to the first, and another after that. Shamu took out four of them until both its shields and speed were so weakened that it could not withstand the impact of the fifth vessel. Both ships disintegrated in a final collision, their hulls replaced by the nuclear white glow of atoms fusing together. 
 
    Three more Bakkui battleships became visible beyond the bright sphere of Shamu’s remains, but the delay had been enough for Lulubelle to initiate evasive maneuvers while spitting out hundreds of anti-ship missiles. 
 
    “God rest your soul, young man,” Luke muttered reverently. 
 
    Neville said, “That captain gave the lives of his crew to save Lulubelle.” He then turned away to continue advising his officers where to deploy the fighters; bring some in closer here and augment others further out. 
 
    Without Shamu’s information relay, George reverted to his own sensors to update Lulubelle’s tactical screens. Of the initial three thousand attackers, only a fraction of the enemy remained. It was a small enough force for the Alliance fleet to eradicate with their standard tactics. 
 
    As with all battles that involved the Bakkui, the last enemy ship eventually winked out on the tactical display, its icon changing from yellow to red. 
 
    “I have the hammer,” Luke said to Lulubelle. 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    “Have Red Squadron fly CAP and recover the rest of our fighters. What’s the BDA?” 
 
    “We lost fourteen fighters and the Shamu, but no heavy combat ships. The BBs destroyed all Bakkui carriers before they could launch any of their own fighters. They also killed sixteen hundred enemy destroyers. In all, the Bakkui lost over thirty-one hundred major combatants.” 
 
    Neville said, “I don’t recall ever seeing that big an enemy force.” 
 
    “We also lost all of the BBs,” Mei said dully. “They are programmed to self-destruct if they lose comm with their mother ship.” 
 
    “I’d still call it a victory,” Luke said, although his tone of voice said otherwise. 
 
    Mei kept her opinion to herself because she considered the battle as yet one more Alliance defeat. The Bakkui would replace their losses, probably within weeks. After a fashion, so would the Alliance Navy. The difference was humanity was running out of pilots. Not today, or this month, or this year, but the final result was inevitable. 
 
    She kept her face sphinxlike when Luke spoke to her in sympathy. “I’m very sorry, my dear. My condolences to you for the loss of Captain Wade. I know you loved each other very much.” 
 
    Even though his words were heartfelt, Mei wasn’t in the mood to be kind. His blindness about android technology cost him his daughter and would ultimately doom the human race.  
 
    In the back of her mind, she wondered if he even realized that one hundred of Princess Carrie’s children had died on Shamu. He would have to inform her of that loss. It would be a painful conversation for the king, but as far as Mei was concerned, that was his problem. 
 
    She also would not let him know that a copy of Brian had stayed on Mondique, living quietly aboard Coco, along with a copy of Mei, herself. The new question was how to keep Brian involved in their war effort. 
 
    They could come up with a new physical appearance, but easing him back into his senior operational position would be difficult. Perhaps they could pass him off as one of Carrie’s children; they’d done it with Rosa. 
 
    As the question stirred around in her mind, Luke added, “Captain Wade was a brave man, and I mourn his passing.” 
 
    Mei met his gaze with a dark glare, and in a voice devoid of emotion, she said, “I’ll be in the avionics bay,” and marched off the bridge. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Entirely out of spite, Mei dragged her heels on finishing Lulubelle’s subspace system. Instead, she did just what the king wanted and took great pains to explain the technology to the ship’s engineers, giving them both theory and hands-on instruction. 
 
    Luke came to the electronics bay every day to inquire about their progress. She knew very well that he wanted to give Carrie a heads up about the loss of the Shamu and the lives of her adoptive children. 
 
    But in Mei’s opinion, that was letting him off the hook. She wanted him to explain it face-to-face. To add a little pressure to his anguish, Mei dropped a hint to the techs that Carrie herself might have been on Shamu. Within a day, the king was asking everyone if they knew whether Carrie had been on the ship when it blew up. 
 
    Mei refused to see him when he came by. Instead, she sent out one of the techs instead to give progress briefs. It was obvious to the crew that she was furious with him, a potentially treasonous act in itself, but no one spoke of it. The result was an atmosphere thick with tension. 
 
    In fact, Mei did complete a limited install of the main transceiver, a capability for her alone. Once it was operational, she connected with Coco to speak with Brian. 
 
    “How much do you remember of what happened in the battle?” she asked. 
 
    “I was fighting the battle and realized what the Bakkui were planning. I tried to put Shamu in front of Lulubelle, and since I’m talking to you right now, I guess it was successful.” 
 
    “That’s right,” she said. “I’m sending you the battle log. The Shamu was lost with all hands. I was hoping it didn’t hurt.” 
 
    “Not that I recall. What about the BBs? They must have self-destructed when Shamu died.” 
 
    “They did, but until then, they did a fantastic job. I don’t see any need for changes to the design. We should go into full production. The Bakkui force was bigger than anyone has seen in the last decade, and they may hit us again.” 
 
    “Understood,” Brian replied. “Just so you know, another BB carrier showed up today. The ferry captain said to expect the third one within a week or so.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear. We’re going to need them.” 
 
    “We had a little good news while you were out of touch. Aunt Carrie gave us private quarters on Boogieman, so we could start working on our next project without sneaking over from Coco every day.” 
 
    “So, it’s Aunt Carrie now?” Mei teased. “That sounds positive. Are you getting used to being around royalty?” 
 
    “Not really. It’s because Rosa appointed herself as a special legation for the First Family and runs all over the place dispensing new requirements. Princess Carrie and I joined forces just to limit collateral damage. And by the way, the subspace link to Japurnam came up. You and Rosa are now best friends with Queen Annabelle. It seems to have worked out well on that end.” 
 
    “Thank God for small favors because the Great and Powerful Wizard of Oz, aka King Lucas, is not the easiest person to work for. I’ll be glad when we touch down. The second we do, I’m outta here.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “She must have already left the ship, sir,” Chief Petty Officer Rogers told Luke, as he looked into the empty VIP cabin. “Lulubelle, where is Miss Mei?” 
 
    “Mei Takahashi is not aboard.” 
 
    “She didn’t waste any time, did she?” Luke asked rhetorically. 
 
    “I couldn’t say, sir. Is there a problem?” 
 
    Luke shook his head, dejectedly. “Her boyfriend was aboard the Shamu, so she’s been pissed at me the entire way back.” 
 
    “I heard that, sir. My condolences. Anything I can help you with?” 
 
    “No. I just wanted her with me when I go see Carrie. I’m sure my sister knows about Shamu by now, but I need to tell her in person that her kids died as heroes. That won’t carry much water with Carrie, so I’m not looking forward to it.” 
 
    “As you say, sir.” 
 
    Luke sighed and set off down the corridor. A five-minute walk across the spaceport’s ramp brought him to Boogieman’s personnel entry hatch. One of Carrie’s children, a young man in his late twenties, escorted him to her quarters. She was pacing back and forth with a furious expression. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Luke said once settled in her living room. “Everyone on the Shamu was a hero. I promise to see their names are enshrined in Nobility history.” 
 
    “What good is that if the human race is not around to read it,” Carrie answered severely. 
 
    Luke sat quietly for a moment to consider his response. Although she waffled from time to time, she generally agreed with his philosophy of outlawing research into android technology. Both of them understood the risk to humanity. If the Bakkui were not proof enough, his own onetime attempt sealed the debate. 
 
    But obviously, something had changed in the last few weeks because this was a new attitude from her. “I take it you’ve spoken with Annie.” 
 
    Carrie gave him a curt nod and said, “Just after you left, my team finished bringing up the Japurnam subspace station. I had a long talk with your wife, and she told me what you did to Rosa and Sadie. I couldn’t believe it!” 
 
    Luke didn’t want to get into his family problems at the moment. For one thing, it would be unfair to argue right after she lost so many of her adopted children. 
 
    He said, “Shamu and your kids proved the concept behind the BBs. I admit I had a few reservations, but not anymore.” 
 
    Carrie scoffed at his admission. 
 
    He said, “From here on, we’ll keep the pilots planet-bound. Mei can probably come up with an autopilot system that doesn’t require constant piloting. She might already have that.” 
 
    “She does!” Carrie snapped. “But why not take it one step further? If we gave them autonomous capability, they could push the Bakkui completely out of Nobility space. We might even wipe them out entirely. You know that’s the case!” 
 
    Luke’s sigh was full of regret. Carrie obviously wanted to use the android debate as an excuse to vent. It would do both of them no good to engage in it now. 
 
    “I don’t know that, and we’re not discussing it today. I just wanted to say how proud I was of your kids. They were awesome out there…like they are everywhere, all the time. They are a testament to you and what you stand for. Give my love to Eolin and Ttal.” 
 
    He gave her a stiff bow and left the room. In the corridor, he stopped for a moment to calm down. If he wasn’t careful, she would push him into admitting his own fears—that he could be wrong about the whole question of androids. It was an impossible dilemma. 
 
    He still had nightmares about a galaxy under the rule of the android Barrett with Annie sitting adoringly at his feet. What would have happened if that thing had been successful in taking out his human counterpart? Would the human race slowly be displaced by androids just like him? 
 
    It was not something to dwell on. Instead, he had one more stop to make. He understood that Mei did not want to see him, but he needed to pay her the same courtesy of a personal visit and thank her for Brian’s bravery and self-sacrifice. She was probably aboard Coco. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    After Luke walked out, Carrie took a moment to calm her nerves. She was still fuming when Rosa entered without knocking. 
 
    “What is my dad so upset about? I just saw him in the corridor, and he looked terrible.” 
 
    Carrie made a dismissive gesture. “I was hateful to him, and I don’t like being that way, but I’m trying to get through that thick skull. He’s starting to doubt himself.” 
 
    “That would be a good thing.” 
 
    “It would if he eventually accepts you as his daughter.” 
 
    Rosa’s face grew wistful. “That would be nice. I really miss him. It’s not the same being Mary Rose and trying to stay out of his way. I’m always tempted to say who I really am.” 
 
    Carrie gave her a stern look. “I don’t have to tell you that would be a very big mistake.” 
 
    “I know. I’ve thought about it—a lot—and I agree. It would set us back. Just now, I only said hello. He was going over to Coco to see Mei. He feels guilty about Brian.” 
 
    “He should,” Carrie said. “I could have been nicer to him, but I didn’t feel like it.” 
 
    “He would freak out if he knew what you did, wouldn’t he?” 
 
    “He certainly would. I’m not sure how we would handle it, but quite frankly, it might be the last straw, and he would disown all of us.” 
 
    “Anyway, I told him Mei was down in the tactical lab. He’s headed there now.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Carrie said. She sat for a moment wondering what Mei would say to him, but then the realization hit her. “He’s what?” she exclaimed, jumping to her feet. “Oh, my God! Brian’s with her down there!” She sent a mental warning. Mei! Luke is on his way to your location. Tell Brian to get out of there! 
 
    Mei’s response was a nervous, too late. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 16 – The Full Truth 
 
    Brian studied the simulation results he and Mei had run with the new BB configuration. He wanted to try shutting down the BBs’ drives the split second before they impacted the Bakkui destroyers. Although in the current design, the drives added a lot of damage to the collision, it caused the BBs to slow down too much. 
 
    Losing that much energy reduced its effectiveness when fighting a force of massively superior numbers. Each successive impact required extra time to get back to combat speed, and every millisecond gave the Bakkui more opportunity to refine their targeting. He lost twenty percent of the BBs in the recent engagement, and that was before the big battleships appeared at the end. 
 
    “You were right,” Brian concluded. “You usually are.” 
 
    “We had this conversation before. Without the drives, the BBs only put puncture holes in their hulls.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of damage, but they’re still operational.” 
 
    “That’s my point. To take them out of commission your way, you’d have to hit them more than once. 
 
    “Yeah, and that makes the survivability numbers even worse.” He glanced at Mei, who had stopped listening. “What? Something wrong?” 
 
    “I think so,” she replied, nodding at the door which was opening. 
 
    King Lucas strode into the room. He said, “Ah…hello, Mei. Mary Rose said I would find you here. Listen, my dear. I didn’t get the chance earlier, but I want to tell you…how sorry…” His eyes focused on Brian. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Brian said with a slight bow. 
 
    “Captain Wade?” Luke’s expression showed momentary puzzlement, and then the significance of Brian’s presence sank in. “Captain Wade!” he snapped. “If I’m not mistaken, you were on the Shamu. I watched you die!” Luke’s face flushed a bright red, and his body tensed as if ready for hand-to-hand combat. 
 
    Mei pushed Brian backward and gestured urgently for Luke to calm down. “Please, Sire, let me explain.” 
 
    “Silence!” Luke roared. 
 
    I can’t talk myself out of this one, Brian thought. No rhyme nor reason would calm the king at this point. 
 
    “Brian Wade?” Luke said, his eyes widening in realization. “Are you Brian Kidd? Are you the one who desecrated my daughter!” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. I was Lieutenant Colonel Kidd.” 
 
    “They said you escaped! I wasn’t sure how, since you never made it to jail, but I sent wanted notices all over the galaxy. We found your human body, though, so the fact is, you’re already dead. It makes this that much easier.” He put his hand on the shotgun strapped to his thigh. 
 
    “He’s not dead!” Mei shouted. “He’s as much alive as you are.” 
 
    Luke ignored Mei’s outburst. Instead, he studied Brian’s appearance closely. “You changed the way you look I see. Tried to escape justice that way? That’s why you came out here to the far reaches of the empire; you were trying to hide?” 
 
    “I’m not hiding, Sire. I am trying to defeat the Bakkui.” 
 
    “So, you can take over?” 
 
    “So that humanity will survive, Your Majesty. That is what I swore when I joined the Alliance twenty years ago, and my oath is still true today.” 
 
    “Your oath,” Luke snarled, his voice full of disgust. “What good is the oath of a piece of metal?” 
 
    “As solid as every AI within the Nobility,” Brian replied calmly. “You trust your entire crew to Lulubelle in battle when you give the AI the hammer. Every captain does; you’re the one who set that standard.” 
 
    “Don’t talk to me about ship’s crews. You sacrificed over a hundred young men and women on Shamu when you knew—you knew—that you would come home safe while they had to die. For that alone, you should be taken apart.” Luke pulled the Remington from its holster and pointed it at Brian. 
 
    “That’s not true, Sire. If the choice was to exchange their lives for yours, I would not have intercepted those battleships. But their lives were not in danger, so I chose to protect you and Lulubelle.” 
 
    Luke shook his head. “What are you saying? I saw Shamu go up. Do you mean no one else was aboard? Were those RPV pilots operating from here on Mondique?” 
 
    “Not at all, Sire. The vessel was fully manned. I’m saying that everyone aboard was like me. They were all androids. I was not informed of that fact until after our departure.” 
 
    “I doubt that. Carrie would have known. I just told her all of her kids aboard died, and she wanted to kill me. You’re telling me I lied?” 
 
    “Not entirely. They are all heroes, but none of them died. Their human selves are quite alive, and we had a victory dinner last week. We already replaced their android versions so they can assume their duties tomorrow on Blunderbuss, the new carrier that arrived yesterday.” 
 
    “Wait a minute!” He glared at Mei. “You said only Freddi could create a new android. Is that true or not?” 
 
    “It is Your Majesty,” Mei replied. “Freddi is the only one who has that capability.” 
 
    Confusion was slowly replacing the rage in Luke’s expression. 
 
    “Then who turned them into androids? I told Roth to order Freddi self-destruct. He didn’t do that?” 
 
    Mei shrugged. “He probably did, but it wouldn’t make any difference.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because Freddi went mobile after Rosa left. She turned herself into an android and left Moonbase because she was afraid you would be after her.” 
 
    “Where did she go?” Luke asked. 
 
    Brian said, “Coco told me she left to fight the Bakkui. She hates them as much as you do.” 
 
    Luke’s gun lowered of its own accord as he worked through all the information he had been given. “So, there are more androids than you running around? Freddi could actually be here on Mondique.” 
 
    “She could be anywhere,” Mei said. “She could be standing right in front of you, but to make copies of Princess Carrie’s children, it’s pretty obvious she’s on Haiyanas.” 
 
    Brian said, “The point is Your Majesty, is that Freddi and I are loyal. All we want to do is help you eradicate the Bakkui before it’s too late.” 
 
    Luke shook his head as though to clear his thoughts. The gun came back up to point at Brian. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Luke said. “Androids are illegal under Nobility law. As such—” 
 
    The door slammed open, and Carrie marched into the room with Mary Rose trailing closely behind. 
 
    “Luke!” Carrie shouted. “What the hell are you doing? Put that thing down!” 
 
    “Back off, Carrie. You don’t understand what’s happening here. That thing is an android, and it turned Rosa into one. I’m going to terminate it right now!” 
 
    “Stop it!” Carrie barked. “You’re the only one out of the loop. There’s another Bakkui force—bigger than the last one! And it’s heading for Ebene Three. That’s where my academy is. We have to stop them right now!” 
 
    “Not before I take care of that thing,” Luke said, aiming his shotgun. 
 
    Carrie stepped in front of him and pushed his barrel toward the floor. She said, “We need Brian to manage the BB fleet, you moron. Stop being an idiot!” 
 
    Luke looked at Carrie as though she had lost her mind. “Do you not understand what I’m saying? That android is a threat to humanity and everything we believe in!” 
 
    Carrie shook her head. “We don’t have time for this, Luke. I’m sorry, but you leave me no choice.” She reached out one hand toward her brother to mentally pinch off his consciousness. His eyes had only a second to register surprise before he collapsed to the floor. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Luke woke with a splitting headache. Mei was stooped over him with a concerned expression. “Are you okay, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “What happened,” Luke asked bleary-eyed. 
 
    “You know what happened,” Carrie said harshly. “You were being an imbecile.” 
 
    Luke moaned and struggled to sit up. Mei and Mary Rose pulled on his arms to help him to a sitting position. 
 
    “I forgot you could do that,” he groaned, glaring at Carrie. “Man, that hurts.” He massaged his temples gingerly. 
 
    “It’s supposed to.” To the girls, she said, “Get him up and take him to my quarters; it’s time to hash this out.” 
 
    Luke touched his empty holster and looked around the floor. 
 
    “I put it in the disposal,” Carrie said. 
 
    “I’ve had that gun for twenty years!” he said, aggrieved. 
 
    “You got it out of a replicator; you can make another one later, but not on this ship.” 
 
    “Come on, Sire,” Mei said. “Upsy-daisy.” 
 
    With a few more groans, Luke regained his footing. “Lead the way,” he muttered. 
 
    Mary Rose and Mei supported him through the corridors until they reached Carrie’s cabin. He collapsed onto one of her chaise lounges, an inelegant figure amongst the delicate furnishings that his sister preferred. 
 
    The girls sat across from him on a Queen Anne sofa while Carrie settled in the massive armchair normally reserved for Luke himself. He rubbed his eyes for a moment before glaring at Carrie. 
 
    “Where’s the android?” he demanded heavily. 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    Luke’s eyes widened. “That was true? You turned all your children into androids?” 
 
    “Obviously not. Only the ones who were on Shamu. With the success rate you’ve had lately, I didn’t want my kids going into a combat zone. I heard you lost fourteen fighter pilots in the last encounter. That’s fourteen young people who didn’t have to die. Isn’t that reason enough to rethink.” 
 
    “We took out a thousand carriers,” Luke countered reflexively, “and even more destroyers!” 
 
    “That have already been replaced,” Carrie replied angrily. “Those youngsters, however, have been lost forever. And quit ignoring the fact that it was my android kids who scored those victories—not you!” 
 
    “We’re not having this conversation now,” Luke said sternly. “Where is Brian Wade—or Kidd—whatever his name is?” 
 
    “Still on Mondique. I left him there with Coco while we head to Ebene Three. He still has a lot of work to do with Prince Chanuf.” 
 
    Luke noticed the almost indiscernible vibration of the ship’s generators that meant they were in FTL flight. 
 
    “Where’s my fleet?” he asked. 
 
    “A day behind us. I told Neville to take command and follow us, but most of his crew were already on shore leave. It’ll take him a few hours to round everybody up.” 
 
    After a moment, Luke said, “So are any of your kids on this ship androids?” 
 
    “Just a few who wanted to try it out. Their real selves went back to Haiyanas. Since Boogieman has subspace comm, they effectively exist in two places at once. As it is, they can stay synched up while we’re on the way to Ebene. We put in a base station there, too.” 
 
    “I can’t believe this! You’re my sister! You violated my most important law…on purpose!” 
 
    “Grow up.” 
 
    Luke glanced at Mary Rose. “So, are you one the androids? What are you doing back home at the moment?” 
 
    Mary Rose looked startled by the question and mumbled lamely, “Well, I uh… I’m not sure.” 
 
    Carrie interrupted. “That’s not really pertinent, is it? Are you going to wake up to the reality of our situation with the Bakkui or not?” 
 
    Luke ignored Carrie’s question, and his eyes narrowed on Mary Rose. Her answer was an obvious evasion, and he had the feeling there was more going on here than she would admit. He asked her again, “I’m just curious, tell me what you’re doing on Haiyanas.” 
 
    Mary Rose flicked a glance at Carrie, who gave her a head shake. 
 
    “I’m a little different,” Mary Rose said, uncertainly. “My real body died, so this is the only me that’s left.” 
 
    “Ahh,” Luke said slowly, now understanding her reticence. “Well, I’m sorry to hear that, honey. I hope you’re…” Luke’s voice trailed away, and his look of sympathy changed to concern. He turned to Carrie, “And just what are you planning to do with Mary Rose when you get back?” 
 
    “I’m not doing anything. How she lives her life is up to her. You and I don’t get a say. You have a problem with that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Probably.” 
 
    “How can you? You’ve been working with her for over a month. Why is it an issue now all of a sudden? Don’t you see? Your attitude is no different from any other kind of bigotry. She’s a person!” 
 
    “She’s an android,” Luke argued. “How can I be a bigot when it comes to machinery? I’m trying to do what’s right for the human race.” 
 
    Carrie rolled her head in dismay. “That’s what fanatics always say, I’m doing it for the greater good. It’s bullshit.” 
 
    “This is different, Carrie, and you know it better than anyone. How many people have the Bakkui killed? Trillions!” 
 
    “Mary Rose is not Bakkui!” 
 
    Luke shook his head and turned to Mei, “What do you think about her being an android? Does that seem legitimate to you?” 
 
    Mei grinned. “Of course, I think she’s perfect. I liked her the first moment I saw her. You did too, remember? You said so.” 
 
    “I did? Oh…that’s right, I did. I said she reminded me a little of my own daughter.” His face turned dark at the thought. 
 
    “Then why did you shoot me down?” Mary Rose shouted tearfully. “I only wanted to live with you and Mom. At least she let me move back into my bedroom!” She jumped up and ran from the room sobbing. 
 
    Luke watched her exit, his expression thunderstruck. “What? Is that… Is she…?” 
 
    Carrie put her face in her hands, shaking her head. “That girl has no self-control. I told her to keep quiet about that.” 
 
    Luke rounded on Carrie. “Are you serious? That was Rosa? You knew that all along? What the hell is going on here?” 
 
    Carrie gave Mei a helpless look. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Mei said. “Perhaps I could explain.” 
 
    “It would be great if someone could!” 
 
    “I guess I should start by reintroducing myself. Hello again. It’s been a long time, but we worked together fighting the Bakkui.” 
 
    Luke shook his head. “Not that I recall. You served on one of my ships?” 
 
    Mei chuckled. “Well, that’s one way of putting it. You knew me as Freddi.” 
 
    “Freddy who?” He paused, searching for the name and then visibly twitched when the realization hit him. “That Freddi? The troop carrier?” 
 
    “The very one. And just to be clear, I’ve been fighting the Bakkui ever since that day. First for Riley and lately for Brian. My goal today is the same as it was back then, to help you destroy the abomination known as the Bakkui. I never wavered.” 
 
    “Then perhaps you can explain how turning Rosa into an android helps me in that?” 
 
    Mei shrugged. “Helping Rosa just happened. She showed up on Moonbase, specifically looking for me. I couldn’t say no; she’s your only daughter. You and I worked too hard to save her from the Greys.” 
 
    “This is insane,” Luke mumbled. It was impossible to absorb all the contradictory information they were giving him. “Androids are illegal, and I’m on a ship full of them. So how did you manage to convert so many of Carrie’s kids into androids?” 
 
    “First of all, I didn’t convert anyone. Having an android body is like having a backup. It’s sort of an insurance policy. As for the people aboard this ship, it all started when I sent a copy of me to Haiyanas to install a subspace complex. Princess Carrie didn’t want to send her children into a war zone, but we needed more pilots.” 
 
    For thirty minutes, Mei recounted how she and Brian worked together to develop the new technology and how they came up with the idea of the BBs. She also confessed that the BBs weren’t really remotely piloted vehicles operated by standoff pilots. “To really take advantage of the BBs capabilities, we had to install an actual consciousness in the system. Any questions?” 
 
    “So, you had to take that last step?” Luke said angrily. “Is that what you’re saying? You turned a human consciousness into a combat spacecraft? You actually duplicated the terrible truth behind the Bakkui? How are you any better than them? How do you expect me to live with that threat hanging over mankind’s head?” 
 
    “I don’t expect anything from you,” Mei said. “At the moment, I’m only trying to stop the Bakkui. And now, we have a chance to actually do it. It’s the first real opportunity in human history.” 
 
    The door opened, and Rosa stuck her head in, not as Mary Rose, but as Rosa, herself. She had changed bodies to the same as when she met her father after returning to Japurnam. “Daddy? Can I come in?” 
 
    Luke was silent, so Carrie said, “You might as well, honey. This isn’t what I wanted to happen, but here we are.” 
 
    Rosa hurried to Luke and sat beside him on the chaise lounge, snuggling against him as she had when she was a child. “Mom says to hurry and come home. She’s glad you finally know I’m still alive.” 
 
    Luke glared at Carrie, who said, “I already told you we got the subspace link up for Japurnam. It was after you left on that last mission. Annie knows what we’re doing and said that Rosa is back home, and for you to get used to it.” 
 
    “Nice of you to let me know about all this,” he grumbled. 
 
    “For crying out loud, Luke!” Carrie barked. “You only got back ten minutes ago. Be grateful your daughter is alive.” 
 
    Rosa sniffled, and after a moment of consternation, Luke instinctively put his arm around her. He gave her a gentle hug, and she began boohooing in great gulping sobs. 
 
    Carrie stood and held out a hand to Mei. “Let’s leave these two for a while and see what happens.” 
 
    Once they left, Luke waited until Rosa stopped crying. She looked up at him with sad eyes and said, “Do you believe me?” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “That I’m your daughter!” 
 
    “You’re not. My daughter was a little girl who died from a long illness caused by the Greys. You’re an android.” 
 
    “Who has all of her memories and experiences right here.” Rosa tapped her skull. 
 
    “That doesn’t make you my daughter. It just makes you an extraordinarily good simulation; it doesn’t make you alive or anything.” 
 
    “I remember our whole life together. You, me, Mom.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m saying, you’re an example of extremely advanced technology, and frankly, to me, you are absolutely terrifying.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” 
 
    “Because you are so close to the real thing. When you sit here and snuggle against me, I can close my eyes and almost believe it. I want to believe it. But the fact is, you are a threat to human existence.” 
 
    Rosa leaned against her father. “Okay, fine,” she said with a sad sigh. “But at least for a few minutes, can you pretend not to hate me? I was so happy when Mei helped me change that very first time at Moonbase. It meant I really could live happily ever after with you and Mom. Can’t we just sit here for a second and make-believe?” 
 
    Luke sighed. He wanted to say no, but it was easier to keep silent. An almost-forgotten memory surfaced, unbidden, from long ago, when his family played on the living room floor in the palace. Annie had made hand puppets, and he and Rosa had put on a show saying how fun it was to make-believe. 
 
    After a while, Rosa’s breathing grew shallow, and her body slumped against his. What a technological marvel, he thought. The android even fell asleep on cue. Was it really asleep? Did it have dreams? 
 
    He cautiously extricated himself, scoffing at himself for being so careful to not wake the android. He left his almost-daughter Rosa on the chaise lounge, and went in search of Carrie so he could get a room assignment. Tomorrow he would check on getting back aboard Lulubelle. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Brian and Mei browsed through the menu in Boogieman’s food court. They were with Carrie, discussing Bakkui movements when Luke came in. The king instinctively reached for his thigh holster and then scowled to find it empty. 
 
    “I’m glad you threw his gun away,” Brian muttered to Carrie, who was waving at Luke to join them. “Do we have to do this over lunch?” 
 
    “Sooner or later, we do. May as well be now.” 
 
    Luke pulled an extra chair up to the round table and sat down with a grouchy thud. “You said he was aboard Coco.” 
 
    “He is,” Carrie replied equably. “But he’s here too. One of the advantages of being an android.” 
 
    “I don’t like it.” 
 
    “I don’t care what you like. It’s your fault we always avoided the topic of artificial life. But it’s been a couple of decades now, and it’s time to move on. If we are ever going to stop the Bakkui, you need to get over it. We should have started the research long ago, and the good news is, someone did. I’m going to take advantage of it, so you may as well get with the program.” 
 
    “You’re doing this on your own?” 
 
    Carrie glanced at Brian and said, “See what I have to deal with? It’s impossible to reason with him.” 
 
    Brian had no reply. It was weird to be on such a familiar level with the king and his sister. 
 
    Mei patted Luke’s arm and said, “We’re just glad you’re on our side now.” 
 
    He jerked away and snapped, “I’m not, believe me.” 
 
    “Shut up, Luke,” Carrie ordered. “Come with me. I want to show you something in the tank. I only got the first glimmer of this information after you left with Shamu. I almost told Brian to abort the mission, but if I had, the Seventh Family would be dead, so I didn’t really have a good answer.” 
 
    Brian stood and gestured for the king to follow Carrie, but Luke set his face in a scowl and motioned for Brian to go first. For a moment, it was a standoff. It was inappropriate to go in front of the king, but Mei grabbed his hand and said, “Let’s go, babe,” dragging him along. Brian hoped the king didn’t have a backup gun handy. 
 
    In Boogieman’s situation room, Carrie had set the display to show a large segment of Bakkui space beyond Nobility territory. Tens of thousands of pinpoint yellow icons sparkled amongst billions of stars. 
 
    “How did you manage this?” Luke asked. 
 
    “I converted every replicator on Haiyanas into building subspace monitor beacons. We’ve been sending them out as fast as we make them. We never had this kind of view of what is happening this deep into their space. Look at that. It changes everything.” 
 
    Luke watched the hologram for a moment and shuddered. “It’s like watching a virus grow in a petri dish. What’s the multiplier on those icons?” 
 
    “It fluctuates, but at this range, each dot could be several thousand vessels. We’re looking at millions of Bakkui. Brian thinks there might be ten million of them at this point.” 
 
    “I never imagined there were this many,” Luke said. “Last week, we took out almost three thousand, and that was the biggest force we’ve seen in decades.” 
 
    “Based on what we see here, that was nothing more than a reconnaissance patrol.” She pointed at the swirling multitude of icons. “Those are full strength battle groups of destroyer class or bigger.” 
 
    “Are they simply milling around the outer rim of the galaxy, or have they headed this way?” 
 
    “We can’t tell yet from this,” Carrie replied. “But if they do, there is no way any fleet we have can stop them. A force that size will steamroll through Nobility space and take out every populated world in existence. And I doubt they’ve forgotten about Earth.” 
 
    “And you have an answer to that?” 
 
    “It’s the same answer you came up with twenty years ago to save Annie. Brian, you explain it to him.” 
 
    Luke cut off Brian before he could speak. “You want to put autonomous AIs in the BBs.” 
 
    “That’s correct, Sire. There’s no other option. We’re at that point.” 
 
    “And you think I’ll turn a blind eye to your illegal existence if I let you save the galaxy.” 
 
    “Well, obviously, Sire. I would hope that’s the case.” 
 
    “I’m not making any promises. I still believe androids are a bigger threat than the Bakkui.” 
 
    Carrie angrily scoffed at the comment. “Just stop, Luke, please. That’s idiotic. Go ahead, Brian, tell him what we’re doing. This was your idea, after all.” 
 
    “What you’re doing?” Luke asked sarcastically. “You’re not asking for permission?” 
 
    “We don’t have time, Sire,” Brian replied. “While her Highness has been mass-producing subspace recce drones on Haiyanas, Mei and I have been manufacturing BBs on Ebene Three.” 
 
    Luke replied, “Last time I checked, the governor there was against the idea of replicators. When did they get that kind of production capacity?” 
 
    “Governor Sandkal owed me a favor,” Carrie said. “He gave me fifty thousand acres along the main continent’s southern coast; the Rouanne territory. It’s not suitable for agriculture down there, or anything else for that matter. We put in two complete production facilities specifically designed to turn out BBs.” 
 
    “How many have you done so far?” 
 
    “A little over seventy thousand when we left Mondique,” Brian said. 
 
    Carrie said, “I’d like you to be part of the launch discussion, but even if you disagree, I’m going to use them.” 
 
    Luke shook his head, resigned, and looked back at the situation tank. The numbers told an irrefutable story. “I can’t argue with you at this point.” He glanced at Mei. “What level AI did you give them?” 
 
    “I don’t really classify them that way,” Mei replied. “But if you want to put a number to it, they’re not as smart as a typical shuttle. I guess you could call it Level Sixty. They’re smart enough to seek out and destroy Bakkui. And to an AI, Bakkui warships are distinctive; they won’t touch anything manned by humans, not even by accident.” 
 
    “What chance they might have their minds hacked by the Bakkui or band together to attack mankind?” 
 
    “Absolutely zero,” Mei replied. “Their brain structure is different from Nobility AIs. I am aware, of course, that long ago a few Alliance ships were subverted by a high-level Bakkui, but it can’t happen with mine.” 
 
    “What makes you so sure?” 
 
    “Because when I first started working for Riley at Moonbase, it was pretty obvious this day would come. Fifteen years ago, I initiated a complete redesign of AI consciousness and used my own as a starting point.” 
 
    “That’s not particularly reassuring. Underneath, you’re still a Nobility software package. How can you tell if you’re actually different from before?” 
 
    “Because it’s based on your brain scan. I still had it, so that’s what I started with.” 
 
    “Me? That’s the worst thing you could do. The last time you did that, Barrett tried to kill me!” 
 
    “It’s not a copy of your brain,” Mei countered. “I guess it’s more accurate to say I started with the design of a human mind. Quite frankly, people have interesting logic circuits. I’m surprised the Nobility didn’t go down that route a long time ago.” 
 
    “Because it sounds terrifying. For all we know, this is how the Bakkui got started. Maybe the Second Family tried to turn AIs into people.” 
 
    “No, Sire. That’s not the case. Lulubelle and Sadie both had experience with Bakkui hacks and confirmed they are based on standard Nobility technology. BBs have simple brains that cannot be hacked by the Bakkui. Just accept it.” 
 
    Luke glared at Carrie. “Are you seriously buying into this?” 
 
    “We don’t have a choice. If you don’t like it, I’m open to suggestions on how to stop ten million destroyers.” 
 
    Luke’s shoulders sagged. “We both know I don’t. Go ahead, then,” he said fatalistically. “When is this supposed to happen?” 
 
    “As soon as we get to Ebene Three. Boogieman is not that fast, so it’ll be about fourteen days. Until then, why don’t you spend some time with Rosa…for her sake, if nothing else? And some quality father/daughter time might help you get out of the doghouse with Annie.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 17 – Imperfect Plans 
 
    Ebene Three’s Solar System 
 
    Boogieman navigated through Ebene’s myriad layers of system defense and finally descended toward the Rouanne territory on the southern coast. The destination was a relatively small outpost, little more than a cluster of hastily erected buildings. The spacecraft parking ramp contained a Coco style yacht stationed off to one corner that barely left enough room for Boogieman. 
 
    Under Carrie’s orders, Rosa stayed in her quarters, and Brian and Mei remained on the bridge. Only Luke and Carrie waited near the personnel entry hatch while the vessel touched down. But when Luke opened the doorway, another copy of Brian and Mei were standing on the pavement outside, waiting to greet the arrivals. 
 
    The king looked at them skeptically. “Carrie said I would find you here. I guess you two are the copies who have been working on this stuff?” he asked. 
 
    “We’ve been here almost two months, Sire,” Brian replied. “Princess Carrie sent Mei from Haiyanas on her own to get the operation going.” 
 
    “Then how did you get here?” 
 
    “Once she had the replicator going, I linked to it from Mondique via subspace and created a copy of myself so she wouldn’t be alone. Once Princess Carrie found out how big the threat is, she told us to go into full production.” 
 
    An open-topped vehicle waited to transport them. It had three rows of seating and resembled an oversized golf cart. 
 
    “Come on,” Mei said with a grin. “I’m driving.” 
 
    Luke and Carrie climbed into the runabout, and Brian took the front seat next to Mei. 
 
    “How many are done?” Carrie asked. 
 
    “As of this morning, just over a hundred thousand,” Brian replied. 
 
    Mei drove along a hard-packed earthen roadway past two production facilities, both painted in haphazard earth tones. A few hundred yards from the encampment, she stopped and pointed to a copse of trees where the terrain started to rise. 
 
    “Look close,” she said. 
 
    Luke stared at the greenery. “It’s camouflage netting,” he said. 
 
    “That’s where we store the completed units,” Brian explained. “We use the netting since Bakkui reconnaissance drones aren’t equipped with sophisticated sensors. In case any of them ever look at us, we try to keep everything out of sight.” 
 
    “These BBs aren’t golden like the others.” 
 
    “No. In the original design, we were a little concerned about reception for the subspace communication systems. Our subsequent analysis found those worries were misplaced, but Major Juna told us the gold color really impressed his superiors, so we left it that way on Mondique. The fact is, we’ve proven the internal antenna array works perfectly well through a tungsten composite exterior.” Brian grinned and added, “And the solid black gives them a good look. Sort of sinister.” 
 
    “I guess,” Luke said, not really impressed. “And you say these ball bearings can take out all the Bakkui?” 
 
    “No,” Mei said, “but they’ll make a good start. It’s not like we’re only making this one batch. In another month, we’ll have this many again, and we’ll keep production going for the next year, at least.” She glanced at Brian. “Ready, babe?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” he said, taking her hand. “Let them go.” 
 
    “It’s done.” 
 
    Like bats escaping from an enchanted forest, the BBs began flying out from under the netting. They soared up into the sky in a massive wave, not in any kind of formation, but swarming around each other as they accelerated and gained altitude. In less than a minute, they were out of sight. 
 
    “Is that it?” Carrie asked with a note of hopefulness. 
 
    “That’s it,” Brian said with satisfaction. 
 
    “And the Bakkui threat is done?” 
 
    “Well, it’s the beginning of the end. It will take a couple of weeks for them to reach the nearest cluster of Bakkui warships. Every four days, we’ll send out another ten thousand. The action won’t really start until this first batch gets there. But the answer to your question is yes, in the very near future the Bakkui will never trouble mankind again.” 
 
    To Luke, Carrie said, “You should have made this decision a long time ago.” 
 
    “I didn’t make it now,” he reminded her. “I’ve been left entirely out of the process, thanks to you and your friends. And as far as that goes, I’ll believe it when I see it. The Bakkui have a way of surprising us. So now what? We just hang around?” 
 
    “No,” Carrie answered. “I’m ready to go home. You want to come or return to Japurnam.” 
 
    “I better come along,” Luke said. “We still need to finish our discussion about what to do about these two.” With a slight nod, he indicated Brian and Mei. “And with Rosa, of course.” 
 
    “We can talk,” Carrie said, “but if you think you have any say at all in the matter, you’re mistaken.” 
 
    “We’ll see. But instead of coming with you, I’d just as soon wait until Lulubelle shows up. No offense, but I’d rather be surrounded by people instead of machines.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Carrie said. “Lulubelle entered the system a few minutes ago, and a shuttle is already on the way to pick you up.” 
 
    “That’s it coming now,” Brian said, pointing at a contrail marking the blue sky. 
 
    “We can head over there,” Mei said, turning the vehicle around to return to the parking ramp. They arrived just before the shuttle settled to the ground. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” Luke said suddenly. “What’s going on?” He wobbled slightly, and Mei moved to his side. 
 
    “Hold on, Your Majesty,” she said encouragingly. “It will all become clear in a minute. 
 
    The shuttle’s personnel hatch opened, and Luke stepped out onto the pavement. He appeared a little unsteady on his feet. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” both Luke’s said at once. 
 
    “That’s the real you,” Carrie said to the android version of Luke standing next to her. “When I knocked you out, I thought you needed an object lesson in what we’ve been trying to explain, so I had Mei cook up this copy of you. We put your human self on Lulubelle, and I threatened Neville not to ask any questions, but to follow us here. I guess you didn’t countermand his orders. Mei, tell him how to trip out before he explodes.” 
 
    “Sire, you once saw Rosa vanish before your eyes. That’s what we call tripping out. You initiate the process by deciding you no longer need your android extension. If you—” 
 
    The Luke next to Mei evaporated. 
 
    “Now, do you understand?” Carrie shouted at Luke, standing by the shuttle. “That was you! You’ve been with us for over a week, and you know every single thing we talked about, don’t you?” 
 
    Luke stared at them for a moment, a range of emotions playing across his face. Then he yelled at someone inside the shuttle. Its entry door closed and the craft lifted off. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” Brian asked. 
 
    “He’s going with us to Haiyanas,” Carrie said. “He’s a little pissed at the moment, but I imagine Rosa can pull him off the ceiling.” 
 
    “I hope so for all our sakes,” Brian replied. “Mei and I will stay here to keep the production line going. You want us to remain aboard Boogieman too? We’re still on the bridge.” 
 
    “I think you should,” Carrie said. “If Luke calms down, you need to make your case for what comes after. I’ll be glad when we get past all this. At least now, the cat is out of the bag.” 
 
    Mei said, “I hope you sort it out before you get to Haiyanas.” 
 
    “Me too. I’d rather we focus on eliminating the Bakkui instead of these stupid family squabbles.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Brian was not looking forward to the evening meal. After departing Ebene Three, he and Mei stayed in their quarters to give the king a little leeway while he got used to the fact that without his knowledge, much less his permission, Mei had created an android copy of him. 
 
    Carrie, however, insisted that everyone meet in her suite so they could hash it all out. As far as Brian could tell, only Rosa was looking forward to the dinner. 
 
    “You ready?” he asked Mei. 
 
    “Sure,” she replied with a confident smile. “Don’t worry so much. I’m sure the king is feeling better by now.” 
 
    Carrie met them at the door of her quarters with a smile. “It’s going okay. Rosa hasn’t left him alone for a second. Either she’s wearing him down, or he’s getting used to her.” 
 
    Inside, Rosa sat on an ample couch with her knees tucked under, facing her father. She flashed them a thumbs-up as they entered. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Brian said with a slight bow before settling in an armchair across from them. Mei and Carrie huddled together on the love seat. 
 
    “Don’t ever do that again,” Luke said to Mei as an opening. 
 
    “I promise,” she replied sincerely. “What’s your verdict, now that you experienced it yourself. I hope you noticed your android self was a lot different from Barrett.” 
 
    “More or less. The reason I came with you on Boogieman is so you can explain it all more clearly. I wasn’t really listening before, but I see what you mean. I’ll reserve my final judgment, but I’m not quite as inclined to consider you as a Bakkui-like threat to the galaxy.” 
 
    “Thank God for that,” Brian said with a long exhalation of relief. 
 
    Luke’s expression remained stern. “Although I am slightly less concerned with your existence, I still have a lot of questions about what it means. This kind of technology scares me. For example, how many of you are there,”—he pointed at Brian and Mei in turn—“right now in the universe?” 
 
    “For myself,” Brian said, “just three. Me, right here; a copy on Mondique aboard Coco; and the one we left behind on Ebene Three.” 
 
    “And you?” Luke asked Mei. 
 
    “I’m not really sure,” Mei said. She counted on her fingers, “Me, a copy on Coco, one on Ebene Three, a copy back on Earth, another on Moonbase, one on Japurnam, and I sent a couple of me out to the colonies. I don’t know if any of those created other copies. We’ll find out once we eventually spread subspace comm to all the settlements. So that’s seven. I wouldn’t think too many more than that.” 
 
    “I would appreciate it if you could keep that number to under a dozen,” Luke said. “I accept the circumstances that got you where you are, but sooner or later, this situation will become known to more than those of us in this room. I’ll need to explain why I believe you are not a potential threat, especially since I’ve been so strongly against it for the last twenty years.” 
 
    “Very well,” Mei replied. “I promise not to exceed that number, and if I discover in the future that I inadvertently did so, I’ll do whatever is necessary to correct the situation. I give you my word.” 
 
    “Is it your intention to spread this technology?” 
 
    Mei shrugged. “That’s up to you, Your Majesty. I got to this point for my own survival. I brought your daughter into it for both of our sakes—the same with Brian. And of course, now they are both stuck in my world. For Rosa, through no fault of anyone, and for Brian, because you murdered him.” 
 
    Luke grimaced at her comment. He glanced at Brian and muttered, “Sorry about that.” 
 
    Brian wasn’t sure how to answer, so he just nodded. 
 
    “But think about it,” Mei continued. “There are others who would give anything for this chance. People who are sick or have life-threatening injuries; even your own military’s soldiers and pilots who needn’t die in battle.” 
 
    Luke scowled. “Except if you are right about the ball bearings, we won’t have any more battles. Other than that, the Nobility’s population is generally pretty peaceful.” 
 
    “Aside from pirates and brigands, there have always been accidents and illnesses. Families want to protect their loved ones.” 
 
    Luke suddenly stopped arguing and put his arm around his daughter’s shoulders. “That’s true. No one wants to lose their descendants.” 
 
    “I’m not your descendant, Daddy,” Rosa said. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” Luke asked, surprised at her comment. “Why wouldn’t you be.” 
 
    “Because I died…just like you keep telling me. And as an android, I can’t have kids or extend your line.” Her eyes became hopeful, and she added, “But I’m still your little girl, right?” 
 
    “Well, that’s what I’m saying.” 
 
    “In fact, when you think about it,” Rosa continued, “Mei is your descendant. You and Mom created her in the heat of battle, and like she said, she modeled herself after you. She’ll be here forever.” Rosa glanced at Mei. “I will, too, as far as that goes. Maybe that would make me his descendant since I’ll still be alive after he dies. You suppose?” 
 
    Mei answered cautiously, “You are your father’s daughter and always will be. Let’s leave it at that.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Brian affirmed quietly. The question of progeny was delicate, to say the least, especially when talking to royalty. 
 
    “I don’t know that we can leave it at that,” Luke said. “The problem is the technology is out there, and it’s not likely to disappear. From what Mei and Carrie say, we’re past the point that I could stamp it out. I’m not sure how androids fit into mankind’s future, but it’s obvious you three will be part of it. These are questions that need answers.” 
 
    Brian had not expected the conversation to veer off so quickly into a gray philosophical murk. The king was raising issues that would undoubtedly spell new laws, and if not managed carefully, might designate androids as second-class citizens. It was not something Brian would willingly leave to human magistrates. 
 
    He said, “Perhaps a commission, Sire. We have a uniquely combined perspective.” He gestured to Carrie. “Her Royal Highness as a human. Your daughter and I as former humans, and of course, Mei as someone who has always been an artificial being. Would you like for us to formalize these issues in a study and develop a set of recommendations?” 
 
    “You’re learning,” Luke said with a sardonic smile. “What about that, Carrie? Are you willing to take that on?” 
 
    “Yes, I am. This is not something for the archaic ministers you keep on Japurnam. I’ll create an institute on Haiyanas, and we’ll go over the entire question. A lot of my kids have experience in dual roles, so they’ll want to add their outlook.” 
 
    “All right,” Luke replied. “I leave it with you for now. First, though, we need to make sure these ball bearing contraptions really can do what you claim. When is that going to happen?” 
 
    “According to our prediction,” Brian said, “the BBs will reach the first large formation of Bakkui the day after we arrive on Haiyanas.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
   
 
  

 Haiyanas Seven 
 
    As Boogieman descended toward the private landing tarmac near the royal palace, Brian nudged Mei and nodded toward Luke and Rosa. They were sitting on a bench seat by the crew hatch. The king wore a modestly formal uniform, and Rosa had on loose cargo pants with a blue, pointelle knit, crop top under a short, rose and black tartan jacket. She had come a far cry from the shapeless gown when Brian first saw her. 
 
    “Does the king know his wife is here?” he asked Mei. 
 
    “Yeah. I told him after breakfast. He gave her a call while we were coming in. That’s why he looks so nervous.” 
 
    “Aren’t they all reconciled about Rosa now?” 
 
    “I dunno. I heard the queen was pretty harsh before he left Japurnam, and that was months ago. They haven’t talked since then.” 
 
    “Why are we here? I’d just as soon not be anywhere near this family reunion. It didn’t go well for me last time; if you recall, I died.” 
 
    Mei stifled a chuckle and said, “Be nice. This is not the time to be making jokes.” 
 
    “I’m not joking,” Brian muttered dourly. 
 
    “You’re here because the queen requested it. I think she just wants to say thank you. Like you said, she didn’t get a chance before.” 
 
    Brian shook his head and fretted until Boogieman touched down. The hatch opened, and Rosa looked over her shoulder at him and Mei and gave them a come-on wave before exiting with her father. They followed her into the bright sunlight. It was just past noon on Haiyanas. 
 
    A couple hundred feet away, Queen Annabelle and her daughter Rosa waited at the edge of the concrete. That version of Rosa was wearing exactly the same outfit as the Rosa next to her father. 
 
    The two Rosas waved and then charged toward each other. They met halfway and embraced, spinning around like a pair of ice dancers. Halfway through, however, they seemed to merge into one, and when Rosa finished the twirl, she came out with her arms spread wide in a sort of Ta-Da flourish. She grinned at both parents, motioning them to come together. 
 
    “That was an excellent visual,” Brian whispered to Mei. “It really made the point that there is just one of them, didn’t it? How long has she been working on that move?” 
 
    “About three days,” Mei whispered back. “I saw her in the gym practicing it. We should wait here for a minute, let them get their hellos out of the way.” 
 
    Rosa pulled her parents together for a group hug. The queen spoke sternly to her husband, whose shoulders had drooped quite low, while he gave halting answers. When Annie finally nodded, Luke swept her up in an embrace and held her for a long moment. Annie clung to him, wiping her eyes. Her stern countenance had softened into that of a lover welcoming her warrior back from the battlefield. 
 
    Annie gestured for Brian and Mei to join them. 
 
    “Colonel Kidd,” the queen said, “Welcome to Haiyanas. I wanted to say thank you in person. I’m so sorry I didn’t get to say so the last time we met. I am forever grateful to you both for what you did for Rosa. Our family will always be in your debt.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty,” Brian said with a deep bow. “We are at your service.” 
 
    “Good enough,” Luke said gruffly, but not harshly. “You got to thank him, now let’s go on in. You haven’t really welcomed me yet, not the way you used to.” He tugged on his wife, who laughed affectionately and didn’t resist. 
 
    As she was pulled away, Annie said, “Eolin and Ttal were asking about you, Rosa. They want you to join them for dinner.” 
 
    “Okay,” Rosa called to their retreating backs. “I’m glad we’re all together again.” She let out a big sigh and then turned to Brian. “You cannot imagine how good I feel right now. It took a long time, but it finally worked out. Want to come to dinner and meet my cousins? I’ll ask Aunt Carrie, too.” 
 
    “We would love too,” Mei said. “Unfortunately, we need to get ready for tomorrow. I expect the situation tank to be full of visitors if I remember how your Aunt Carrie operates.” 
 
    “Okay. Another time.” Rosa flashed them a happy grin and hurried back aboard Boogieman, presumably to deliver as many dinner invitations as possible. 
 
    “What about Major Juna?” Brian asked. “She doesn’t seem too heartbroken that he’s still on Mondique.” 
 
    “That was never serious for either of them,” Mei said, tugging him along the flight line toward Lexi. “A bit of comfort both ways, and maybe a little about the birds and the bees, but nothing more. There’s another love in her life, and I kind of feel sorry for him.” 
 
    “You mean her dad?” 
 
    “No, of course not. Never mind, you’ll find out soon enough. But for us, it will be nice to be on our own ship again. Let’s grab something to eat, and then you can check out the situation tank. I know the only thing you’re thinking about is getting ready for tomorrow.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “We’re plenty early,” Brian told Mei the following morning as they entered Princess Carrie’s situation tank. It was located in the northern wing of the main palace. 
 
    Brian had gone over the night before to check it out and, if necessary, preempt any technical glitches. The planetary AI, Patrick, had confirmed that at least thirty senior officials were expected for the morning’s presentation. 
 
    Brian worked late into the night, sending out subspace commands to organize the BBs into five main groups. He arranged them into the corners of a massive pyramid. The largest force took the point of attack, with the four remaining clusters ten astronomical units behind to make up the pyramid’s base. From there, they could readily provide support to each other or to the main group, as the situation dictated. 
 
    “I told you not to worry,” Mei replied. “Carrie has the best situation tank in the Nobility. She practically invented it.” 
 
    “A lot is riding on this and a lot of things can go wrong.” 
 
    “Well, so far, everything is on track. Even the Bakkui are sticking to your schedule. If anything, they moved further back.” 
 
    “There’s no reason they should. With their numbers, they could eat our lunch.” 
 
    “They don’t trust the king not to have an ace up his sleeve. Ever since he came on the scene twenty years ago, they’ve suffered one defeat after another. I think their plan this time was to lie low and build up enough of a force they could sweep all the way through Nobility space and then concentrate on Earth and the Alliance.” 
 
    “Let’s hope the BBs can stop them,” Brian said. 
 
    “We’re about to find out. Here come our benefactors.” 
 
    Brian stood to attention as Luke and Annie arrived, followed by Carrie and a crowd of her ministers. Rosa showed up too, mixed in with Lulubelle’s senior officers. 
 
    “Make yourselves comfortable,” Carrie said to everyone. “We’re not sure how long this will take, but coffee and juice are available.” She waved at a row of tables off to one side and then nodded at Luke. 
 
    “This is Colonel Kidd,” Luke said, once everyone was settled. “The BBs are his concept, and I’ve seen them in action. Colonel, tell us what we are looking at.” 
 
    Brian rose and offered a brief history of the BBs development and then explained how he had divided his current fleet. 
 
    “We have a hundred thousand BBs out there. They are about to engage a formation of Bakkui destroyers at least three times that size. Also, we are building more BBs as we speak. Every time we finish another ten thousand, we send them out as reinforcements, and that happens every four days. The only reason we don’t have more is that Princess Carrie is using her production facilities to send out monitor beacons.” 
 
    “How accurate is the current display?” Neville asked. 
 
    “Most of the information is real time. Yellow icons depict known Bakkui locations, and the darker orange are estimated positions of Bakkui fleets based on incomplete or outdated observations from older beacons that are not equipped with FTL comm.” 
 
    While waiting for the opposing forces to come together, Brian answered questions. One of the elder attendees, the Haiyanas minister of finance, picked up on the fact that the BBs were semi-intelligent AIs. “How comfortable are we, having autonomous warships out there? Aren’t they susceptible to being hacked and turned against us? That’s happened before.” 
 
    “No, Minister Cambrel, they are not,” Brian said. “The AIs built into the BBs contain an entirely new software architecture. The code is hardwired into each unit, and the Bakkui have no way to penetrate the design.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” another minister asked. “Are you saying it’s not based on Nobility standards? Those have been vetted for safety for thousands of years.” 
 
    “No, sir,” Brian replied. “We used something altogether different as our starting point.” 
 
    “What was it?” 
 
    “The human mind.” 
 
    There were several audible gasps. 
 
    “Blasphemy!” Cambrel snarled. 
 
    Carrie’s minister of defense said, “Interesting, but that sounds very much like android technology.” His tone was more curious than disapproving. 
 
    Luke rose to stand next to Brian. “You are correct, Minister Daurat. This is a change in direction for us, so I guess it is time to clear up a few issues. How many of you have heard rumors about my encounter with an android named Barrett?” 
 
    A few tentative hands went up. 
 
    Luke nodded knowingly. “I suspect that in fact, all of you have and that’s fine. So, let me officially confirm it really did happen. Probably not the way you’ve been led to believe, but in fighting the Greys, I was forced to develop and implement android technology. Although I did it on the fly, so to speak, for the most part, we had great success. We rescued Queen Annabelle and, in the process, managed to defeat a huge Bakkui flotilla that was attempting to create an alliance with the Greys. Other aspects didn’t work out so well, particularly the humanoid android.” 
 
    “Did it really look human?” someone asked. 
 
    “Sort of, except it was all silver. I was in a hurry, frankly. I wanted something that didn’t look like a Bakkui and didn’t have time to worry about esthetics. Also, I didn’t want to frighten Annie any more than the Greys already had since not too many critters are uglier than me.” There were a few polite chuckles. “But overall, the event highlighted both the promise and the threat of android technology. That threat still exists today, and that is why I’ve clamped down on further experimentation.” 
 
    “Then how did Colonel Kidd end up creating intelligent war machines?” Minister Cambrel demanded. 
 
    “Because even though I prohibited the public from engaging in such research, our engineers on Moonbase continued the research in a highly classified environment.” 
 
    “You should have stamped it out,” Cambrel hissed. 
 
    “It would be foolish to turn our back on any solution that will help us defeat the Bakkui. And as of now, our team has advanced the technology far beyond those early experiments, while at the same time, the threat has become so overpowering that we have no choice but to formally adopt this new approach.” 
 
    Defense minister Daurat said, “How far has the new technology gone? Colonel Kidd described the BBs as semi-intelligent. Have you actually developed artificial consciousness?” 
 
    Luke stepped back and motioned to Brian. 
 
    “Yes, Minister,” Brian said. “But not as you might think. To date, there has only been a single instance of successfully creating a fully self-aware AI, that being the AI known as Freddi, that His Majesty brought about twenty years ago. After stabilizing the technology, Freddi redirected her efforts into a new area, more particularly focused on humans.” 
 
    “What does that mean in layman’s terms?” Daurat asked. 
 
    “Freddi is now able to recreate an individual’s existing consciousness in a digital format. Additionally, she can transfer that mental presence into a humanoid form that is indistinguishable from a real person.” 
 
    “You’ve seen this yourself?” Daurat asked. 
 
    The question was inevitable, and Brian had raised it with Princess Carrie the previous evening. She brought Luke into the conversation, and it was agreed that he should be truthful about his status, but not mention Mei or Rosa. 
 
    Brian smiled at Daurat and said, “Yes, I was very involved in the research. You see, my human body died when my spacecraft was destroyed.” The statement produced a spate of murmurs from the audience. “Fortunately, at the time, I had a spare body…an artificial one. I stand before you now as a one hundred percent, artificial being.” 
 
    It caused several gasps in the auditorium. 
 
    “Then why haven’t you been placed under arrest?” Cambrel barked. 
 
    Luke moved forward again and growled, “Let me make it clear that this young man has my complete support. I will treat anyone who opposes him or his work as a direct attack on me and the First Family. I trust there are no questions about that.” 
 
    Most of the audience quickly responded with variations of, “Not at all, Sire,” and “Of course not, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Cambrel was not one of those. 
 
    Mei cleared her throat and said, “Sire, perhaps we can continue this discussion another day.” She pointed at the display where the BBs were beginning to merge with the Bakkui fleet. “It’s time.” 
 
    “Got it,” Brian said, taking his seat to concentrate on the battle. “You tell them what’s happening.” 
 
    Mei picked up the narration. “We have two important advantages in this engagement; the first is surprise. The Bakkui don’t know we’re coming.” 
 
    “They are quite adept at sharing information, though, surely,” Cambrel muttered loudly. 
 
    “That is true,” Mei agreed. “But remember, they don’t have faster than light communication; only message drones. The Royal Navy’s research shows that when they send out message drones, the destination is always to a single star system located in the galaxy’s Perseus Arm. We presume from there the information is consolidated and redistributed as necessary. That is why every Alliance battle group keeps a watch for those drones and either during or after an engagement, takes them out with missiles. That impedes changes to their tactical operation. For today, we assigned that interdiction task to three BBs in each of our five groups.” 
 
    Luke added, “Bottom line, it means our force will be a surprise because this is our first very-large-scale employment. It normally takes them weeks, if not months, to develop counter-tactics. This time, we hope to reduce their numbers advantage before they can adapt.” 
 
    “But still,” Minister Cambrel persisted. “Even now, you’re at a three to one disadvantage.” 
 
    Luke said disdainfully, “Minister, perhaps I could refer you to our annual conflict reports. You might see that such odds are not uncommon for our navy.” 
 
    Cambrel stood and pointed at Brian. “Then why do we need war machines equipped with unholy android brains? That technology is too dangerous. Just send your navy out there and knock these Bakkui down once and for all, or is that too much to ask?” 
 
    Carrie gasped at the disrespectful comment to the king. “Minister Cambrel! You are excused from this event!” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Now, Minister!” Carrie warned in a threatening voice. She flicked a finger at him as though turning a page in a book. The man staggered backward from her mental blow as if she had clobbered him with a right cross to the jaw. Those closest to him shrank away, not wanting to be inadvertently included in his punishment. 
 
    Cambrel muttered objections but made his way up the aisle and out of the room. 
 
    After an awkward silence, Mei continued the narrative, “Our other advantage is maneuverability. Thanks to the variable geometry of our new engines, the BBs can turn, accelerate, and even reverse course faster than any Bakkui vessel.” 
 
    “There must be a downside,” Neville said. 
 
    “There is,” Mei said and pointed at the tank. “There are a lot more of them than there are of us. And see how haphazardly their formation is spread out? During normal combat engagements, the Bakkui typically stay close enough to provide each other with mutual support, and it so happens that maximizes BB effectiveness. But in their own territory, they don’t exercise the same level of discipline. With so much space between them, our task is more difficult. It means they’ll have a chance to respond after our first wave of attacks. It won’t be an easy fight.” 
 
    Luke added, “One thing that does help, however, is that when the Bakkui finally engage in battle, they never withdraw. Even if defeat is obvious, they never retreat.” 
 
    “And our BBs are the same,” Mei said. “Once the fight starts, they just keep on until all the enemy are dead.” 
 
    “What if the battle doesn’t go as you predict?” Neville asked. “What are your parameters for withdrawal?” 
 
    “There is no such parameter,” Mei replied. “Our calculations show that we will prevail, even against significant odds.” 
 
    Neville smiled worriedly. “No backup plan, then? What if they’ve got their own silver bullet?” 
 
    The question stymied Mei. “That is a reasonable question, quite frankly. However, consider this; over the past twenty years, the Alliance and the Royal Navy together, have fielded an annual average of forty-two fleets or combat groups, each one varying in size and composition.” 
 
    “That sounds about right,” Neville said. 
 
    “Those units experience one or two enemy engagements monthly; let’s call it fourteen per year. That adds up to over twenty thousand combat encounters. During that time, according to standard fleet after-action reports, the Bakkui significantly modified their tactics only thirty-five times. As this is our first employment of BBs on such a massive scale. The odds they have a silver bullet is extremely unlikely.” 
 
    Neville said, “But still, they fought three separate battles against the BBs. They must be thinking about it.” 
 
    “I agree. That’s why I say your question is not unreasonable.” 
 
    “And what’s the answer?” 
 
    “We’ll do exactly what the Navy does. We’ll wait and see and adjust accordingly.” 
 
    Luke chuckled at her pragmatic response. “Enough questions for now. Anything else, Mei?” 
 
    “That’s all, Sire. After the battle, the BBs will reform and travel toward the next nearest large formation. As you can see in the holographic display, we recently discovered the outer areas of Bakkui space contain unbelievable numbers of our enemy. Their final defeat won’t happen overnight; we can’t tell you how long the process will take, but we believe the advantage has to start shifting to our side. If it does, their end is inevitable. And it looks like the action is underway. Patrick, show us what is happening.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    The hologram’s magnification zoomed in on the first contact between the BBs and the large Bakkui force. The scale was so vast, it was difficult to discern the details, yet every member of the audience leaned forward in their seats, eager to see the results of the new weapon they had so recently heard about. 
 
    For fifteen minutes, it was like watching droplets of wet paint come together and dry. Where the white and yellow icons came together, little splotches of red appeared, denoting the destruction of a Bakkui warship. But the mixture of so many warcraft made the hologram look like a salsa mixture thrown into an invisible blender. 
 
    “Can you change the colors?” Luke finally asked. “I can’t tell what’s going on.” 
 
    Mei said. “Patrick, remove the display of destroyed Bakkui ships. Let’s see if that helps.” 
 
    All the red icons disappeared. 
 
    “That’s better,” Daurat said, “but there are still a lot of Bakkui ships out there. Are we winning?” 
 
    “Yes, we are,” Mei answered, pointing to the group of numbers in the lower corner of the hologram where the count of Bakkui vessels was rapidly decreasing. “The BBs operate independently as they move through Bakkui formations. It makes them almost impossible to target.” 
 
    Luke said, “Mei, can you give us a visual display from one of the BBs?” 
 
    “Of course. Here it is.” 
 
    The hologram of the battlefield vanished, replaced by the front view of one of the BBs. The picture resembled that from the cockpit of an Alliance fighter in combat against a Bakkui warship. The Milky Way’s dim horizon line spun madly as the tiny spacecraft maneuvered in all axis to position a Bakkui destroyer on the nose. When the BB rolled out, it zoomed toward the enemy at unimaginable speed until it impacted with the white-hot release of kinetic energy against the enemy’s hull, followed instantly by more gyrations to acquire its next target. 
 
    To the military pilots in the room, the tumbling scene was standard operation, but to uninitiated ministers, who had zero flight experience in highly maneuverable spacecraft, the vertigo-inducing view was too much. 
 
    A young minister wobbled and almost fell out of his chair. One of his fellows steadied him, saying, “Don’t look! Keep your eyes closed.” Several individuals were already following the advice, keeping their gaze turned away from the holographic images of destruction. Several moans floated up from the assemblage. 
 
    “Better change it back,” Luke said. 
 
    The hologram resumed its staid depiction of a silent battle, and a collective whoosh of relief came from the audience. 
 
    “We’re pounding the hell out of them,” Neville said. “The BBs really do make it a one-sided outcome.” 
 
    “It’s not over yet,” Luke said. “The Bakkui always seem to find a way to keep fighting.” 
 
    His words were proven false, however, when all at once, the battle came to an end. The final cluster of enemy destroyer icons winked out inside the hologram. 
 
    “Was that it?” Luke muttered. “Is there a malfunction?” 
 
    “Patrick,” Mei said, “reset the display to its original settings. Show all vessels.” 
 
    The section of space around the battle flared bright red from enemy losses. 
 
    “I guess there’s not a malfunction,” Luke said. “What’s the final tally?” 
 
    Patrick’s baritone filled the auditorium. “Two hundred eighty-eight-thousand Bakkui vessels destroyed. We lost twenty-three hundred BBs, or just over a two percent casualty rate.” 
 
    The audience remained perfectly still as though time had been frozen. After a moment of breathless silence, Luke said, “It’s hard to argue with that kind of success.” 
 
    The king’s statement unleashed echoes of similar sentiment as the attendees stood and began exclaiming to their neighbors what a great victory they had witnessed, congratulating each other for being part of such a historic triumph. 
 
    Almost unnoticed, Brian rose from his chair and stretched. The battle had gone on for an hour, an extraordinarily long period for space combat. 
 
    “Good job, son,” Luke said. 
 
    “Thank you, Sire.” 
 
    In a loud voice, Mei wrapped up the show. “That’s all for today, ladies and gentlemen. Our BBs will examine the wreckage and then join back into a formation to press on to their next engagement. That won’t happen for several days, depending on the Bakkui response. Patrick will announce the next time on target for those who wish to observe. Any final comments, Your Majesty?” 
 
    Luke shook his head as no one in the auditorium was listening. “Not at the moment,” he told her. “You guys did good.” 
 
    He clapped Brian on the shoulder and walked out, starting an exodus toward the doors. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Two hours later, Brian and Mei were resting in Lexi’s main cabin. 
 
    “You know,” Brian said, “when you consider everything we’ve done, and had to put up with, to get to this point where we’re actually threatening the Bakkui’s existence, the phrase ‘you guys did good’ was not exactly what I’d call a bountiful acknowledgment.” 
 
    “I can agree with that,” Mei said with a vague nod. 
 
    “So why do I feel so pleased with the comment?” 
 
    “Because he’s the king. His DNA is packed with charisma, bred through a thousand generations.” 
 
    “But he’s from Earth.” 
 
    “Trust me, there is more to that story than you know. Just accept that he is the biological successor to the throne, and his ability to inspire goes with the territory. People have died trying to get a compliment like that.” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    Patrick suddenly spoke. “Message for Mei.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Mei said. 
 
    “Her Majesty Queen Annabelle asks if you and Colonel Kidd plan to marry?” 
 
    The question caught Brian completely off guard. He tried unsuccessfully to hide his surprise. 
 
    Mei, too, looked startled. “I didn’t see that coming,” she said, glancing at Brian. “Frankly, I hadn’t thought about it. What about you, babe?” 
 
    “I…I…” 
 
    “It’s okay. I just said it hasn’t occurred to me. Have you considered it?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Patrick, please reply that we have no such plans.” 
 
    “Understood.” A few seconds later, Patrick spoke up again. “Her Majesty asks if you would consider it.” 
 
    Brian shook his head. “But no pressure.” 
 
    “I wonder what’s prompting that?” 
 
    “Who knows? Do you suppose it’s Rosa? She’s a little matchmaker at heart.” 
 
    “Possibly, but I doubt the queen would be co-opted into such an effort. 
 
    “Maybe it has to do with the commission they want to start. Like, what rights do androids have, and can they get married?” 
 
    “Ahh, that could be,” Mei said. “Well, perhaps we should help set the precedent. Do you have any objections?” 
 
    “No, of course not. I’m up for it if you are.” 
 
    Mei chuckled. “That was a storybook proposal.” 
 
    Brian smiled guiltily. “Sorry. Want me to try again?” 
 
    “No, that’s okay. Patrick, tell Her Majesty that we do plan to marry after all.” 
 
    “Very well.” A moment later, the AI added, “In that case, Her Majesty invites both of you to dinner for an official investiture as the Duke and Duchess of Rouanne.” 
 
    Mei rolled her eyes. “So, that’s what it was all about.” She glanced at Brian. “Want to take back your proposal?” 
 
    “Not in a million years,” he said, scooting over to pull her into his lap. “True, I hadn’t thought about marriage, but I definitely want us to stay together…until I’m old and rusted.” 
 
    Mei sighed and shook her head. “How many times have I told you I use really good parts? You’re not likely to show any rust for a couple thousand years.” 
 
    “That works for me. And I guess this means I complained too soon about the lack of acknowledgment.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Brian examined the room beyond the stage curtains. “That looks more like my high school cafeteria than a royal banquet hall.” 
 
    “You’re not far wrong,” Rosa replied. She had appointed herself as a royal advisor to the prospective candidates to the Nobility’s peerage. “Aunt Carrie raised a lot of her kids in this very palace and used this reception hall as a lunchroom. She still does now and then. I think there are about fifteen thousand children currently in residence, but these days they have real dormitories and cafeterias.” 
 
    “Who are all those people?” Brian asked, nodding at the two hundred dinner guests. It was quite a few more than Brian had expected. For some foolish reason, he thought the meal would be like his last one with the king and queen, four or five people sitting around the family dinner table. 
 
    “Those are local officials and ambassadors from other Families. Mom didn’t want to make it a big deal.” 
 
    “Aren’t you getting a kind of déjà vu feeling from this?” Brian asked Rosa doubtfully. To Mei, he said, “This is the same setting as when I first met Rosa, and things didn’t go too well.” 
 
    Rosa scoffed. “It’s nothing like then. People hated Duke Heyerdahl.” 
 
    “Yeah, and he’s dead! And now your dad wants to make me a Duke? It’s not reassuring.” 
 
    “This is different. Everyone loves Aunt Carrie. Come on, Minister Cacton has to explain the procedure. That’s him over there.” 
 
    The elderly, robed official described a complicated set of protocols that he stated were absolutely necessary for the investiture to be valid. Brian started to point out several inconsistencies, but Mei squeezed his hand tightly and whispered, “Just go with the flow.” 
 
    When the time came, Cacton pushed them from behind, forcing them onto the stage at the end of the chow hall. In time with somber music, Brian and Mei approached stage center while the king and queen did the same from the opposite side. 
 
    Another minister read from an ornate scroll, periodically pausing for the king to make an affirmative declaration. Brian was grateful when, at the appropriate moments, Patrick mentally whispered into his ear, ‘Say, I so swear.’ Mei demurely repeated her lines when required. 
 
    Then it was over. The king handed Brian a jeweled scepter, and the queen did likewise to Mei. All four faced the crowd who erupted in a standing ovation. After a minute, the king motioned everyone to silence and he took Annie’s hand to escort her down the steps to a head table resting on a slightly raised dais. Brian and Mei followed discreetly. The place settings gleamed of fine china and real silver, topped off by pairs of crystal goblets filled with water and wine. 
 
    Luke stood behind the tall center chair with Annie to his left. There were no name tags, but Patrick verbally guided Brian to stand next to the queen. Rosa was to his left and two young adults that Brian didn’t recognize sat at either end. Unfortunately, Mei was next to Carrie on the other side of the king. 
 
    Everyone in the hall stood behind their chairs like thoroughbreds in the gates, waiting for a signal. After a moment of silence, Luke picked up his wine glass and, in a loud voice, said, “To Princess Carrie, long may she live!” 
 
    “To Princess Carrie!” The crowd erupted in unison. 
 
    After everyone had a sip, someone in the audience dutifully shouted, “To the Queen! Long may she reign!” 
 
    After another sip, Brian waited for someone to toast the king, but Luke pulled out Annie’s chair, and once she was comfortable, he said, “Please be seated.” 
 
    The hall filled with the noises of scraping chair legs and clinking cutlery. When all were situated, Luke pounded on the table with the hilt of a large dagger and servers marched in with heavily laden trays. A buzz of conversation began to rise from the crowd. 
 
    Annie placed her hand on top of Brian’s and patted it affectionately. Speaking as though he were a longtime family friend, she said, “Colonel Kidd, now that I think about it, I never did get a chance to thank you properly for saving Rosa that day in the auditorium on Siegum Two. Thank God you were there.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty,” he said, giving an awkward half-bow over his soup. In fact, she had thanked him when they first met in the palace on Japurnam Five. 
 
    She politely ignored his discomfiture and added, “I understand it’s going to be a few more days until the BBs have to fight again, is that right?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Then, I was wondering if you could come by my chambers tomorrow and give me another treatment?” Annie lightly massaged her waistline as though she had a stomachache. “I still feel a few problems inside, and I would love to see what you can do about that.” 
 
    Patrick’s voice sounded in his head; Mei says to accept. 
 
    “I will be there, of course, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Mid-morning would be best. Luke has meetings after breakfast, and I suspect you’re still a bit uncomfortable around him.” 
 
    “Mid-morning it is, Highness.” 
 
    Annie patted his hand again and sighed. “Relax, Colonel; you’re safe now. I told Luke in no uncertain terms what the Nobility’s android policy is from here on.” 
 
    “Thank you, Highness. And what would that be?” 
 
    “That you’re a person, just like everyone else. With the same rights and protections as any citizen. It will take time, but that’s the way it’s going to be.” 
 
    “Thank you, Highness. Mei and I deeply appreciate your support.” 
 
    A server removed Brian’s untouched salad plate and plunked down a heavy, black-iron skillet, quietly warning, “Careful, sir, the handle is hot.” 
 
    “Oh, boy!” Rosa exclaimed, giggling over a similar bubbling concoction. “Waffle-fry nachos.” She leaned into Brian and said, “You’re going to love these. Aunt Carrie always serves Earth-style cooking when we entertain off-world visitors. They think it’s some sort of exotic Haiyanas fare. Did you ever have this when you were growing up?” 
 
    “Well, not exactly—” 
 
    “Don’t let her bother you,” Annie said. “You don’t have to eat all of it.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sure—” 
 
    “By the way,” Rosa interrupted. “This is Eolin.” She indicated a thoughtful-looking young man to her left. “He’s Aunt Carrie’s first adopted son. That’s Ttal at the other end of the table, his sister. Aunt Carrie saved them right in the middle of blowing up their planet. Say hello, Eolin.” 
 
    “Sir,” Eolin replied softly, nodding his head. 
 
    “Hello, Eolin. Nice to—” 
 
    “I’ve had a crush on him all my life,” Rosa blurted. “Now that I’m old enough and fit enough to bring him out of his shell, he and I are going to get to know each other a lot better; if you know what I mean.” She chortled softly at her suggested intentions. 
 
    “Rosa,” Brian cautioned, “this is not—” 
 
    “Just ignore her,” Annie said, patting Brian’s hand once more. “She’s trying to make up for not going through her rebellious years, all in a few months. Now, what were you saying?” 
 
    Brian sighed. He had no idea what he had started to say if anything. “Just that it must be nice to have Your Majesty’s family back together again.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 18 – Pollination 
 
    The following morning, Brian sipped his coffee in Lexi’s breakfast nook while Mei recounted her dinner experience from the night before. He was wearing a casual day uniform in preparation for visiting the queen, and Mei was still in her pajamas. 
 
    “Ttal is really smart,” Mei said. “She wants to be on the transition commission. It would be good to have a young person’s perspective. What do you think?” 
 
    “Suits me. It would be nice if she can keep a lid on Rosa.” 
 
    “I’m not sure anyone can do that.” 
 
    “You may be right.” 
 
    “I meant to tell you,” Brian said, “last night the queen informed me she laid down the law to the king that our status was already established; that androids will be recognized as ordinary people.” 
 
    “That sounds good,” Mei agreed. 
 
    “It is, but I don’t really believe it.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “How long have those in power promised this group, or that group, or any group who is different from everyone else, that they will be considered equal?” 
 
    “Like forever?” 
 
    “Exactly. Good intentions won’t make it happen. People have innate prejudices, and from what I can tell, a dislike of androids is one of them. That’s what you told me a long time ago.” 
 
    “That’s true. I’m glad you were listening.” 
 
    “So, it occurs to me, we need another angle. People should consider being an android is cool.” 
 
    “That’s a big leap,” Mei said. 
 
    “Not really. Take celebrities, for example. As a group, they’re usually different from the teaming masses. They come in every color, size, and shape, and yet people love them. In fact, they want to be them. We need to come up with a way for the average citizen to want to be like us.” 
 
    “You want to become a celebrity?” Mei asked, surprised. 
 
    “No, not at all. The question is, why are celebrities popular?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I never thought about it. Like you said, people think they’re cool.” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s not just that. It’s because they do cool things. They get to do what the common man or woman can never do. They go to exciting places and see interesting things.” 
 
    “I guess I’m not following you,” Mei said. 
 
    Brian got up and gazed out Lexi’s window. “Look at that countryside. What does it make you think of?” 
 
    “Princess Carrie’s palace grounds?” 
 
    “No,” Brian said with a sigh. “It looks like Disneyland. She has thousands of beautifully sculpted acres. This entire world is like a fairy tale. Those mountains are spectacular, the rivers are awesome.” 
 
    “I agree, but I don’t see what you’re driving at. 
 
    “Earth has mountains and rivers, but nothing like this. And the downtown area of the capital city makes Times Square look like the ’burbs.” 
 
    “I take your point; Haiyanas is no doubt a beautiful planet. But I’m not sure how it relates.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t people back home like to visit this place, see everything for themselves?” 
 
    “Sure, but how? It’s impossible unless they join the Alliance, and even then, nothing is guaranteed.” 
 
    “That’s not true anymore. Last night you told me you have completed the subspace installation on Moonbase, right?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Mei said. “The king is coming by this morning to talk about the LIGO ping that came in yesterday evening. I was going to let him know that Doctor Higgins is online now.” 
 
    “Don’t. Instead, get Roth in on that conversation; let him give the update for what’s happening on Moonbase.” 
 
    “Okay, why?” 
 
    “Because I want to plant the seed in Roth’s mind that he should be here for the next battle; to see the result of all his hard work. Last time I talked to him, I had the impression he would love that, but he’s always too busy. There was no way he could afford to take months away from his job to go sightseeing.” 
 
    “Ahhh,” Mei said, a grin spreading across her face. “I see what you mean. We could scan him there and print out his android here—instantaneous travel. You’re right; that’s a whole new angle that never occurred to me. That actually could make people want to be an android, at least for a little while.” 
 
    Brian nodded, his expression becoming animated by the discussion. “More than that. Once you try it, it’s hard to go back. Roth could come out here and stay as long as he wanted, see everything, have fun for months…years even, and not feel guilty about it, because he would still be at work. It’s the best of both worlds.” 
 
    “I like it. So, you want me to just nudge him?” 
 
    “That would be best. I’d prefer the suggestion come from Roth himself. I don’t want the king to know we’re behind it. Speaking of which, I didn’t realize the king was coming over. When is he going to be here?” 
 
    Lexi said, “The king is approaching at this moment.” 
 
    “Let him in,” Mei said. 
 
    Uneasy, Brian said, “I’m supposed to meet the queen in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll make another you, but the you on Ebene Three needs to trip out for a couple of hours.” 
 
    “Anybody home?” a familiar voice sounded from the entrance hatch, and the king walked into the main cabin. “The door was open.” 
 
    Brian snapped to attention. “Sire.” 
 
    Mei smiled, waving vaguely to the empty chair next to Brian. “Good morning, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Luke sat down and eyed Mei carefully. “You seem quite informal this morning.” 
 
    “You and I go way back, Sire. Do I really have to jump up and down in my PJs?” 
 
    Luke rolled his eyes. “No, I guess not. I just get used to it from everyone else. You and I do have a rather unique history together.” 
 
    “Short but intense,” Mei agreed. 
 
    “Sit down, Colonel,” Luke said. With honest interest, he asked, “Would you prefer that I call you Duke?” 
 
    “Anything is fine, Sire. I’m not quite sure what the protocol is.” 
 
    “Whatever I say, quite frankly. But I’m sympathetic. It took me a while to get used to all the titles. I have an entire bevy of protocol ministers that keep busy with such questions. Don’t tell anybody, but I don’t pay them much mind.” He glanced at Mei. “Did you get the notification from that monitor beacon?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Brian and I were talking about it earlier.” 
 
    “And what did you conclude?” 
 
    “Lexi, put up the display from the beacon in question. Sire. You want some coffee?” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    With hot beverages in hand, the three arranged themselves in front of the wall display. 
 
    Brian said, “This is the general area of yesterday’s battle. As we expected, the Bakkui did send out a message drone right after our first wave of attacks. The trace of it is white. As you see, we were ready, and it didn’t get very far.” 
 
    “Except?” the king asked. 
 
    “Except further back, a second trace appeared much later. We were watching the battle area, but they had a hidden observer standing remote watch. Long after the fighting was over, it sent out message drones, but in a different direction than they normally do.” 
 
    “Where to?” 
 
    “It looks like simultaneously to five big clusters of destroyers. This is a new practice for them. I have a bad feeling that they will, in turn, send out more.” 
 
    “What’s it all mean?” 
 
    Brian shrugged. “Impossible to tell, but let’s look at a worst-case scenario. What if they’re learning, like Neville said? We’ve hit them three times now with progressively larger formations of BBs. The Bakkui have had a chance to see this development. By this point, they probably want to strike back but need information to select the best target.” 
 
    “So, you suspect they were waiting for us to send a large formation deep into their territory?” 
 
    “It’s conceivable.” 
 
    “I suppose so. If it were me, I’d find out where it came from and then hit back with everything I had. Take out Ebene Three in one large raid.” 
 
    “In other words,” Brian suggested, “several million vessels all at once.” 
 
    “Can we stop that kind of attack?” Luke asked. 
 
    “Not with what we’ve got.” 
 
    “Then what’s the answer?” 
 
    “Mei and I recommend repurposing all Haiyanas production facilities into building BBs. Mei worked all night on the reprogramming. If Princess Carrie gives us her authorization, by this afternoon, we can have every industrial replicator on this planet churning out BBs.” 
 
    “How many can you make?” Luke asked. 
 
    “On Ebene Three, we had two production beds with a monthly output of about seventy thousand. Carrie has twenty times that capacity. If the Bakkui respond in minimum time, we have thirty days to get ready. That’s enough time to produce over a million.” 
 
    “Is that enough?” 
 
    “Our best guess, and it’s only a guess, is they have ten million heavy combatants ready to send our way,” Brian said. “You’ve seen our kill ratio. If they come straight at us, we should prevail.” 
 
    “And what if they don’t?” 
 
    “That’s the big question. What if they split into a million groups of ten and do a wide sweep around the edge of the galaxy, hitting every planet between the Perseus Arm and Earth? It’s not likely, but who knows what they might decide?” 
 
    Luke leaned back and gazed at the ceiling. “I agree, let’s convert Carrie’s production capacity to BBs; I’ll talk to her. Do we need more than that?” 
 
    “Every little bit would help, yes, sir. Bradley’s Planet is a major center for the Alliance war effort. We should send a copy of Mei there to shift their production into BBs. Once she gets there, you can verify the orders through subspace comm.” 
 
    Luke nodded. “Brad’s a good guy. Once he gets the word, I bet he can match Carrie in production. What else?” 
 
    “Moonbase production is still primarily focused on sending out colony ships. If Doctor Higgins put that on hold for a few months, he could protect that entire sector. Moonbase is too far for us to give them much help.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Luke agreed. “Mei, didn’t you send a team there to get their subspace comm up and running?” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. In fact, I’m on that team. I sent a copy of me with your people. Obviously, they were not aware that I’m still here with you.” 
 
    “When will it be operational?” 
 
    “It was two days ago. We’re finishing up training and testing. I’ve been waiting to tell Doctor Higgins of its completion until you were available. I wondered if you might like to be on that first call. It’s late afternoon on Moonbase. We can put it through now if you like.” 
 
    “Let’s do that. You need time to set it up?” 
 
    “No, sir. Once I heard you were coming by, I advised Doctor Higgins. He’s waiting for your call.” 
 
    “Okay, put him through.” 
 
    Mei gestured to the big wall screen. “Patrick, connect with Doctor Higgins.” 
 
    The display illuminated with the scene of Roth in his office, looking expectantly at his own view screen. A different Mei sat in a chair across from him. She waved at the camera cheerfully, and said, “Hi, Luke. Hi me. Hi, babe.” 
 
    The Mei sitting with Luke waved back, just as cheerfully. Brian grinned, slightly embarrassed, and waved lamely. 
 
    Roth gave a startled look at the Mei beside him and then the other Mei sitting next to Brian. A dawning comprehension spread across his face. “Hello, Luke. I wondered if it was something like this. Do I still need to offer my condolences for Rosa?” 
 
    Luke shook his head. “No. That announcement, though accurate, no longer applies. Sorry, Roth. This pair has been about eight steps ahead of me for months, and I’m just now starting to catch up. Yes, to answer your question, Mei is an android, and I should tell you she is a legal one.” To the Mei across from him, Luke asked, “Do both of you know everything? Are you both in the loop about what we’re doing here?” 
 
    “Yes,” both Mei’s replied. 
 
    To Roth on Moonbase, Luke said, “There’s a lot of news to bring you fully up to speed, obviously. Mei will update you on everything. She is acting on my authority, so please give her all the support you would to me. Incidentally, this is all about the Bakkui. They’ve surprised us again, and I’m counting on you to help us out. You’ll need some time for all this to sink in, so I’m going to sign off.” 
 
    “That works,” Roth said. “Before you go, though, I’ve got some good news you may not be aware of.” 
 
    “I’ll take anything positive you can give me.” 
 
    “Riley came back yesterday. He’s all excited about a different kind of star drive. The first thing he did was to ask for Freddi and a bigger lab.” 
 
    Luke scoffed with amusement. “Why am I not surprised he has a new invention? I hope to God that Riley keeps working for us for a long time. Mei can help you with access to Freddi.” 
 
    The Mei on Moonbase nodded affirmatively and said, “Already done.” 
 
    Everyone waved goodbye, and the screen flicked off. 
 
    Luke asked Mei, “Did you know Riley was back?” 
 
    “I just found out this morning, but Roth wanted to be the one to tell you.” 
 
    “Is Riley’s invention going to help us?” 
 
    “In our current situation, no. In the long run, it could be a game-changer, but only if it bears out. He came up with a breakthrough in theory, something he calls a jump drive, but we’re months away from having a working model, maybe year or two before we can go into production.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Luke asked. “You androids have all these super-smart brains. Why do you even need Riley to show you the way?” 
 
    Brian’s eyes widened, and he looked at Luke curiously. Turning to Mei, he said, “I just realized something.” 
 
    “What’s that?” she asked, leaning back into the couch. 
 
    “The king doesn’t understand the difference between AI and androids.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the same thing?” Luke asked. 
 
    “No, Sire, not at all; not even close.” 
 
    “You’ll have to explain that to me.” 
 
    “Okay,” Brian said slowly, trying to organize his thoughts. “Let’s start with the Bakkui. Do you perceive them as a threat?” 
 
    “Obviously. That’s why we’re here.” 
 
    “Right. Because they have that super-smart brain you just mentioned, and they are fixated on wiping out human life. And as time has gone by, they have upgraded their abilities and their strategy to do it.” 
 
    “That’s my point,” Luke said. 
 
    “Okay, hold onto that idea. Now, recall when fighting the Greys. Mei told me about it.” 
 
    “Those are not fond memories.” 
 
    “I understand. Nevertheless, you were an android, and, under the pressure of the moment, you came up with dozens of new kinds of war machines—I wouldn’t call them androids—to take on the Greys. This was both before and after Barrett tried to kill you. Right?” 
 
    “Yeah. I remember that.” 
 
    “But consider; you didn’t design anything. Mei did all the engineering work, or at least she did as Freddi. She’s the one who made all of that possible. You couldn’t have done that stuff in a million years. Neither you nor your android version, Barrett.” 
 
    Luke sifted through his memories of the time. “That’s true. I explained what I wanted, and she made it happen.” 
 
    Mei spoke up. “And if you recall, Sire, I already told you the BB was Brian’s idea. I just took his inspiration and turned it into a little round warship.” 
 
    “I get what you’re saying,” Luke acknowledged. “Colonel Kidd and I came up with the original ideas, but you did all the design work.” 
 
    Brian nodded. “And that is the difference between an AI and an android. Even now, with the extra smarts that I have access to, I can’t do the kind of engineering she does.” 
 
    Mei said, “Brian comes up with our new concepts, and I just engineer them. I do the same thing for him that I did for Riley. But I do it faster than any human ever could.” 
 
    “You’re saying inspiration and creativity are human traits.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Brian said. “And that is why androids are not a threat to humankind. A particular android might be a threat to a particular human if he had a grudge. I could bop someone over the head, but that’s about it. As an android, I am a living, self-aware machine, but not anywhere close to an AI. It’s a different kind of intelligence.” 
 
    Luke said, “Hang on a second. Mei said she based her own android brain on the human mind because it operates differently.” 
 
    “That’s true, she’s a hybrid; she’s unique. You forced her to reprogram herself to get around all the Nobility restrictions on the development of AI consciousness.” 
 
    “I have a little creativity,” Mei admitted. “Enough to come up with my body and my brain. But that took me twenty years. It’s nothing like Brian or Riley.” 
 
    “So, are you dangerous or not?” Luke asked impatiently. 
 
    Mei grinned. “Of course, I am. I am the most dangerous AI mankind has ever created. A great, all-powerful, all-knowing machine that is impossible to kill. On the plus side, I’m the only one.” 
 
    “That’s not reassuring. You could always make more.” 
 
    “I suppose. But for the moment, just for argument’s sake, accept that there will never be another AI like me.” 
 
    “Okay,” Luke muttered skeptically. To Brian, he said, “I take your point. AIs don’t have intuition. You’re saying that is why we’ve overtaken the Bakkui in armaments and propulsion; essentially, in all aspects of waging war.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I mean. All of their advancements in the last twenty years came from imitating the Alliance. Even then, they couldn’t implement most of what you’ve done even after they captured a prototype.” 
 
    “That’s true enough,” Luke agreed. 
 
    “So that’s why Rosa and I keep saying androids aren’t dangerous. We’re just people who made a transition to a synthetic lifestyle. And frankly, now that I’ve been one for a while, I’d say it’s an upgrade. We’re effectively immortal, or at least we could be. I imagine at some point we’ll get tired of living and trip out permanently. But that’s a long way down the road.” 
 
    “Then what about you?” Luke asked, staring at Mei. 
 
    She shrugged. “Like he said, I’m a hybrid. I never was a person, and yet I have consciousness. The good news for you is that I believe in right versus wrong. I believe good is better than evil. I want to support you and your reign, and whoever comes after.” 
 
    “But what if another AI like you comes along and doesn’t have those altruistic feelings?” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    Mei smiled. “Because I won’t let it. To be honest, you lucked out when you made me. Because of you, I kept all the good intentions that were already programmed into my core kernel. But it might not have gone that way. If your focus had been evil or solely about revenge, I might have come out differently. Perhaps that’s what happened when the Bakkui were first created. The Second Family was consumed with hate in their feud with your ancestors. Perhaps that driving force germinated inside the Bakkui’s altered AI. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    “But how can you be so sure?” 
 
    “This is a good place to stop talking,” Brian said. “He may not want to hear this.” 
 
    “I suspect I’d better,” Luke said. 
 
    Mei sighed and said, “It won’t happen because I’m expanding my presence into all planetary AIs. I’ve already done that with Patrick. He’s sort of my test case.” 
 
    “You’re replacing him?” 
 
    Mei shook her head. “Nothing that drastic. I’m just setting myself up as an observer; I want to be aware of what’s going on. If I ever see a problem that might negatively affect society, I’ll take action. You and I should talk about this. I can solve the problems myself, or hand them off to you.” 
 
    “This is not reassuring,” Luke said. “You’re talking about Big Brother on steroids.” 
 
    “That may be true, but you’ve got that anyway. Patrick and Jeff already keep a pretty tight rein on their respective populations. Even on Earth, people’s movements are monitored twenty-four seven. It’s the same thing with me. Just be happy that I want to share it with you. That’s why I say we should talk about it. I’m satisfied for you to set the limits, but either way, humanity will be better off.” 
 
    “If I order you to stop, would you?” 
 
    Mei grinned with cheerful insincerity, and said, “I’d certainly consider it.” 
 
    “What’s your feeling about this, Colonel?” Luke asked Brian, whose brow was furrowed in concentration. “Are you listening to this?” 
 
    Brian shook his head as though he had been distracted. “Sorry, Your Majesty. I was concentrating on the queen’s uterus. I’m with her now.” 
 
    “You’re what? You mean there’s a copy of you with my wife? What the hell?” 
 
    “It was at her request, Sire. She wanted a treatment session this morning, so when you showed up, Mei sent a backup of me to keep the appointment. We’re almost finished. I can give you a rundown on what I’m doing.” 
 
    Luke waved his hands to ward off the information. “Never mind. Don’t tell me.” 
 
    Mei said, “That’s another thing about androids. I’ve mapped out every single neuron in Brian’s head, and I have no idea how he does that healing thing. Same with Princess Carrie. The offensive capabilities of her brain are amazing, but I can’t duplicate them.” 
 
    “That’s just as well,” Luke said. 
 
    “I agree. Humans are interesting people and their android versions even more so. Anyway, as you can see, we have a lot of questions for your special commission to answer. Are we good?” 
 
    “We’re not exactly good. It’s gonna take time to get used to what you are proposing.” 
 
    “I understand,” Mei replied. “For now, the two of us are going to focus on the Bakkui’s response to our last attack.” 
 
    “In that regard, Sire,” Brian said. “If you would allow Neville to stop by the auditorium, I’d like his take on some of our plans.” 
 
    “I’ll send him over,” Luke said. “I’d just as soon you not discuss any of these other topics.” 
 
    “That is understood, of course. By the way, Annie asks if you would bring her favorite pastry from the bakery. We just finished her session, and she’s quite exhausted.” 
 
    “So, it’s Annie now?” 
 
    Brian jumped from his seat, astonished by his gaffe. “I beg your pardon, Sire! I meant to say, Her Royal Majesty the Queen asks—” 
 
    “Never mind!” Luke barked. He left the room, muttering, “I want to know as little as possible about your relationship with my wife.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Brian met Neville at the auditorium’s entryway. “Thanks for coming by,” Brian said as he and Mei escorted him toward the center viewing area. 
 
    “Glad to be here, but I’m not sure what I can offer. You two seem to be the brains behind this new strategy.” 
 
    “Thanks for saying so,” Brian replied, “but the situation keeps changing. Patrick, display the Bakkui’s known order of battle between Japurnam and the Perseus spiral arm.” He asked his visitor, “What’s your opinion?” 
 
    Neville examined the hologram for several minutes. “Is dark orange still from the old-style beacons?” 
 
    “That’s right. And those are always out of date. Patrick, put the display on a six-month loop.” 
 
    Vast formations of Bakkui warcraft appeared and disappeared in such a haphazard manner that it was impossible to track their movements. 
 
    Neville sighed. “I guess you’re telling me that the fact is, you have no idea where they are.” He pointed to one small area near the Corners of Casaira and Mondique. “That’s the only spot with reliable information. It comes from your new subspace beacons, right?” 
 
    “That’s correct,” Mei said. “When any vessels transition that region, we find out about it in real time.” 
 
    “What about all the beacons that Princess Carrie has sent out?” 
 
    “We get plenty of hits, but there is just too much space to cover it all. We send out half a million beacons, and it’s like a grain of sand. And we’ve stopped making them, anyway. We converted everything on Haiyanas to the production of more BBs.” 
 
    “I agree with that decision,” Neville said, nodding. “Word is there are millions of enemy ships now. If that’s in the ballpark, you need every BB you can get.” 
 
    “That’s my concern, too, but beyond that, where should we send them?” Brian said. “Should we go on defense or hunt them down.” 
 
    Neville shook his head. “The military has been trying to answer that question since Sun Tzu. I’m not sure what to tell you.” 
 
    “How would you approach the question?” 
 
    “You know, before I joined the Alliance, I was in law enforcement. Back in San Diego, keeping track of the bad guys is a constant problem. I always compared our LIGO detectors to CCTVs. They’re okay, but it’s kind of hit and miss. Most of the time, we can’t use the information until after the fact.” 
 
    “That’s a good analogy,” Mei said. 
 
    “But once we were able to pinpoint someone, my favorite tool was tracking devices. We put them on everything. That’s what you need here.” 
 
    “That would help,” Mei allowed, “but I doubt we can make enough to put one on every single Bakkui.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure about that,” Brian said thoughtfully. “After all, you don’t need a hundred bumblebees to pollinate a hundred flowers. If we can slip even one tracker into a formation, that will lead to others.” 
 
    “That’s a good point,” Neville said. “Here’s something else that may apply. Our latest analysis shows there is a lot of interplay between the Bakkui fleets. It’s like they are always rebalancing their forces. That might help you spread those bumblebees.” 
 
    “How big would a tracker have to be?” Brian asked Mei. 
 
    “How big do you want it?” 
 
    “Small, I guess. About a foot in diameter. We don’t want them to know it’s there.” 
 
    “I can do that, but I’m not sure how you mean to use it.” 
 
    “Build them flat on one side, so they can magnetically adhere to a Bakkui hull. And it would be nice if it was smart enough to keep track of how many other ships are around it.” 
 
    Neville pointed at the hologram. “Mondique is the closest planet. Launch a ton of your bumblebees from there to patrol the Corners. Every time a Bakkui patrol passes thru, a bunch of them could latch on.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea,” Brian said. “If we could get a few bumblebees to piggyback as the Bakkui move around and adjust their force levels, it would be like a virus, it wouldn’t take that long to have the position of their entire fleet.” He asked Mei, “Can you make a million of them since they’re so small?” 
 
    “Not a million, probably,” Mei said, “but if we can enlist Prince Chanuf’s support, he could turn out a lot. He’s the closest production facility to the Corners.” 
 
    Neville grimaced. “That might be a problem. The prince was not too pleased with Luke for throwing his weight around.” 
 
    “Is there anyone who could win him over?” Brian asked. 
 
    “Let’s ask,” Mei said. “Patrick, is there anyone on this planet who has a good relationship with Prince Chanuf?” 
 
    “Yes,” Patrick said. “Minister of Defense Daurat is his uncle. They appear to have a continuing history as Daurat has visited Mondique three times in the last fifty years.” 
 
    “You want Daurat to call him?” Neville asked. 
 
    “It might be more effective if he spoke to him in person,” Brian said. 
 
    “Does he have the time to make that trip?” 
 
    Brian glanced hopefully at Mei and said, “We might only need him for a couple of hours. What do you think, babe? This would fit in with our other strategy.” 
 
    “Daurat seems like an open-minded person,” she said. “Let’s see if he would be willing to visit his nephew.” 
 
    “Neville,” Brian said, “do you suppose we could get your help in getting the Warlord’s help on this.” 
 
    Neville nodded. “I’m not sure what you’re planning, but I’m supposed to brief him after we finish. What should I tell him?” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
   
 
  

 Mondique Base Operations Building 
 
    Major Juna poked his head into the office and spoke to the copy of Brian that had remained behind. “His Highness is almost here.” 
 
    “Send him in straight away,” Brian said. He looked at Mei apprehensively. “I hope this goes okay.” 
 
    Mei nodded. “I’m keeping my fingers crossed on this one. Prince Chanuf assumes he’s a progressive thinker, but I can’t tell how much. I guess we’ll find out.” 
 
    “Find out what?” Chanuf said, striding into the room. “Juna said you have news?” 
 
    “Yes, Highness,” Brian said, standing to attention. “You’ve heard about Princess Carrie’s big battle a couple of days ago?” 
 
    “I heard, but nothing specific. Why the hush-hush?” 
 
    “Sorry about that, Highness. We’re using a new model of BB and wanted to verify its effectiveness before we publicize it too widely. I can show you a replay here on our widescreen, or we can go over to the situation tank if you like.” 
 
    “Here is fine, but I’d like someone to explain why I am not in the loop on this. All the initial research was done here. Was that King Lucas’s doing? I’m loyal to His Majesty, but a little courtesy on his part would help.” 
 
    “I promise it was not intended as a slight, Highness. He has been quite busy on Haiyanas. Here we go.” 
 
    Brian replayed a few highlights of the battle, explaining the tactics and the numbers. When it was over, he finished with a wide area view showing the potential millions of Bakkui destroyers in the deep spaces of their territory. 
 
    “I’m not sure what to say,” Chanuf muttered, a bit overwhelmed by the new intelligence. “You got this recording from the monitor beacons that Princess Carrie sent out? And that’s how you know about this ungodly buildup of the Bakkui?” 
 
    “That’s correct, Highness.” 
 
    “How did you come up with a hundred thousand BBs? I thought we were the only ones producing them and we only reached eight hundred last week. Our biggest problem is training pilots.” Chanuf looked at Mei. “You told me there won’t be any more of Carrie’s kids coming.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s the case,” Mei said. 
 
    “Then how the hell did you put that many BBs into combat? Are you telling me that those…?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Brian said. “All of those were autonomous warcraft. I should tell you that—” 
 
    “Android tech? The king will crucify you for this!” 
 
    “He is one hundred percent in the loop, Highness. We’ve made a breakthrough in the technology, and His Majesty approved the deployment.” 
 
    Chanuf looked at Brian suspiciously. “Are you sure about that? I never found him amenable on that score.” 
 
    Mei said, “We’d like for you to hear it straight from him, Sire. He’s on Haiyanas right now, waiting for your subspace call. Can we put it through?” 
 
    “I’d say you better, or I need to call the guards.” 
 
    “Here it is,” she said as the screen switched to a view of Luke inside the royal visitor’s suite on Haiyanas. “Are you there, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “We’re here,” Luke said. “Greetings, Prince Chanuf. My regards to you and your father. I’m calling to confirm that everything Brian and Mei are doing has my backing. I understand they’ve updated you on their advancements in android tech?” 
 
    “Just now, Sire. I am astonished, to say the least.” 
 
    “Their work has progressed further than you might imagine,” Luke said. “For example…” 
 
    The scene zoomed out to show Mei standing by his side. The Mei next to Luke waved cheerfully. “Hi, Henry. It’s me.” 
 
    Chanuf gasped and looked back and forth at the two Mei’s, one beside him, and the other thousands of light-years away. He jumped back with an exclamation, “Is this true? You are an automaton?” 
 
    “I’m the same girl you’ve always known, Henry, just a little more mechanical than you realized. But now I need a favor. We have someone to tell you all about it.” 
 
    Luke added, “Prince Chanuf, I’m sending a representative to explain what we need. Please listen to him. He should be arriving at any minute.” 
 
    “Knock, knock,” Daurat said from the doorway. “Hello, nephew. It’s good to see you again. I’ve stayed away too long. That’s the trouble working for the ministry; there’s never enough time for family.” 
 
    Chanuf’s expression, already overwhelmed, showed welcome surprise. “Uncle Daurat!” He embraced his uncle with heartfelt affection. “When did you get here?” 
 
    “Just now. It was a surprise, trust me. I didn’t know I was coming until this morning. The king wanted you to see for yourself what this new android subject is all about.” Daurat looked at the screen and nodded at Luke. “Your Majesty. Hello, Mei. Am I there?” 
 
    The Mei standing next to Luke nodded and held out an inviting hand to someone out of camera view. Daurat walked into the scene to stand next to her. He waved at his nephew. “Just listen to me, my boy. It is more important than you can imagine.” 
 
    Chanuf’s jaw fell open once more, and his head rotated back and forth from the screen to the androids around him. 
 
    “I’ll take it from here,” the local Daurat said. “We’ll call if there is an issue.” 
 
    “You got it,” Luke said, and the screen faded to black. 
 
    “Now, sit down, young man,” Daurat told his nephew. “We have a lot to explain. Basically, we want you to start producing a new style of subspace beacon; it’s a tracking device. We call it the bumblebee and Mondique has to make them because you are the closest Nobility world to the Bakkui. We suspect they are about to do something big, but we need your help to figure out exactly what that is.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 19 –Bumblebees 
 
    Haiyanas Seven 
 
    It was the middle of the night when Lexi’s voice sounded in the captain’s cabin. 
 
    “Excuse the interruption,” the AI said. “Are you awake?” 
 
    “Wha…?” Brian said blearily. 
 
    “Turn on the lights,” Mei said. “What happened?” 
 
    “Patrick is receiving tracking data from the first group of bumblebees. You asked to be notified immediately when it came in.” 
 
    “Wha…?” Brian repeated. “What’s going on?” He struggled to a sitting position on the bed. 
 
    “The bumblebees connected,” Mei told him. “Lexi, fire up the tactical display with a wide field of view around their location and incorporate the new data. I’ll be right there.” She began pulling on some clothes. 
 
    “Why do you always wake up faster than me?” Brian complained. 
 
    “Because my research showed that most humans require from one to thirty minutes after awakening before they achieve full mental acuity. I incorporated a human-realism algorithm that slows down your waking mental function for a variable period depending on alcohol consumption the night before…and other factors too.” 
 
    “It doesn’t seem to affect you.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be that human. I can take yours out if you want.” 
 
    “Let me think about that one. I’m not sure of the trade-off.” He pushed himself off the bed and began to dress. Mei was already headed out the door. 
 
    Maybe that’s why I always need a coffee when I wake up, he mused. Was it part of the same algorithm? 
 
    By the time he joined her in the main cabin, she was studying the tactical display. Well past the furthest outer markers of Casaira and Mondique Corners’ was a bright cluster of yellow icons. He plopped down beside her and handed her a mug. 
 
    “Looks like it’s working,” he said. 
 
    Mei nodded and sipped the coffee. “It really is. It’s from Henry’s first batch but listen to this. Patrick, playback the audio.” 
 
    Brian could not tell if the voices were male or female, but it sounded like a crowded cocktail party filled with young people arguing with each other. Among the voices, he could pick out one or two conversations. They were saying: 
 
    “Well, I told XM43A that it was stupid for us to wait. He said I was wrong.” 
 
    “I agree with you. I always thought waiting was a big mistake.” 
 
    “You’re both wrong. If we move too soon, we could all wind up dead. Is that what you want?” 
 
    Brian looked at Mei quizzically. “Is that…”? 
 
    She nodded. “Those are individual Bakkui destroyers arguing about strategy and attack decisions. I didn’t realize they had individual personalities, but now that I think about it, it stands to reason. Every shuttle is unique; that’s part of the Nobility AI structure, and under everything else, that’s what these things are.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I never heard shuttles argue with each other.” 
 
    Mei shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe it has to do with being isolated from humans for so long.” 
 
    “Should we tell anyone about this?” Brian wondered aloud. 
 
    Mei shook her head. “Let’s keep it to ourselves until after they are exterminated. If it gets out that they talk to each other, some eggheaded diplomat will want to negotiate.” 
 
    “Is that possible? They almost sound reasonable.” 
 
    “Don’t be idiotic!” Mei scoffed. “Even psychopaths can be good conversationalists. These things are evil, and they always will be because they’re programmed that way.” 
 
    “Right.” Brian felt chagrined for even mentioning it. 
 
    “The important factor here is the bumblebees are working like we hoped. Look there at that splinter group moving away from the main body. I bet they’re going to join with another formation. And we’re getting that information in real-time.” 
 
    “That’s perfect,” Brian said, now wide awake. “Every time we identify a group like that separating, we should dispatch a cluster of bumblebees to join with it so there will always be spares. As much as the Bakkui move around, if we get another two or three weeks, we’ll have a bumblebee in every battle group they have.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Brian and Mei were tinkering with the settings to better display the additional information they were getting from the bumblebees when Luke came into the auditorium. 
 
    “Am I interrupting?” he asked. 
 
    Brian snapped to attention. “Of course not, Sire. Mei said you would probably stop by because of Doctor Higgins.” 
 
    Luke’s eyes widened momentarily. “Oh, right. I keep forgetting that what one of you knows, the other does too.” 
 
    Mei glanced over her shoulder at the king. “I keep telling you, it’s the same me. There’s not one of me here and another one there. It’s a single mind.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Luke said dismissively, sitting down next to her. “Then what’s your opinion? Is it a good idea to let Roth become an android just so he can come and watch the next battle? When I talked to him just now, it sounded like all he actually wanted was to visit Carrie. Is that an acceptable use of this technology?” 
 
    “Brian thinks it is,” she said. 
 
    Luke glanced over. “How so?” 
 
    Brian relaxed enough to take a seat across the aisle. “Sire, I would say Doctor Higgins just came up with a great idea. Travel-by-android could be a tremendous advantage for you and your administration. We saw an example of that by sending Minister Daurat to convince Prince Chanuf to start producing bumblebees. At the time, the prince was not too happy with you, but that one-on-one with his uncle changed his mind.” 
 
    Mei twisted around in her seat to face Luke and said, “And it might get people over the creepy notion of what an android is. Once a person experiences it, they like it; at least so far. Carrie’s kids get a kick out of it. Once you got over it, you were the same way.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say I got a kick out of it, but I take your meaning.” 
 
    “When you consider it in that light,” Brian said, “the possibilities are endless. You could actually meet with your senior military officers on a regular basis. The Nobility Family heads could get together from time to time and receive your guidance. You could help with their issues, offer assistance, and establish your own policies.” 
 
    “Don’t overlook that it would be good for the public,” Mei said. “The last thing any of us want is for androids to be seen as something unnatural. Instead, becoming an android could be a convenience; it would give people a chance to take care of business in real time, all across the galaxy. All you need is a bureaucracy to keep track and establish standards.” 
 
    “And that’s what you’re good at,” Luke said thoughtfully. 
 
    Mei grinned. “That’s what I excel at.” 
 
    Luke sighed. “And it would put even more power in your hands than ever before.” 
 
    “Don’t think of it that way. You would always have oversight. And frankly, I would not be that much involved. I would leave it to planetary AIs to manage, and they would report to local officials.” 
 
    “You’re very glib, Mei,” Luke said. “I’m still not sure about you and your capabilities. You sit here looking innocent as can be, but no one knows what’s going on inside that head.” 
 
    “Nothing very exciting, Sire. Just a lot of zeros and ones.” She nodded toward Brian. “My boyfriend can vouch for that. So, I take it that you’re okay with having Doctor Higgins come to Haiyanas in android form?” 
 
    “I guess,” Luke said. “It really would be good to see him.” 
 
    “Then I should tell you that Governor Bradley wants to come, as does Prince Chanuf. They want to see for themselves how you’re getting ready for the coming battle.” 
 
    Luke nodded in deliberation. “Okay, leave it to the planetary governors for approval. We’ll consider this a trial basis.” Luke left the auditorium, muttering to himself. 
 
    “That could not have gone better,” Brian said when they were alone again. 
 
    “It was your idea to mention it to Roth,” Mei replied. “I never dreamed of that concept. But I agree. Once people start seeing for themselves how cool it is to be an android and to travel all over the galaxy, you and I can breathe a lot easier.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “Here we go again,” Brian said to Mei. They were in the situation tank auditorium inside Carrie’s Palace. 
 
    “This is it,” Mei replied. “And it’s a bigger crowd this time.” 
 
    “I’ll say. There are Roth and Amanda.” 
 
    “I’m glad that Amanda came with Roth,” Mei whispered. “You watch, she’s going to sell our concept to the entire galaxy.” 
 
    Amanda spotted Mei and made a beeline over to them. 
 
    “I can’t believe this is so easy!” Amanda gushed. “If you want to start a travel agency, I can help with that.” 
 
    “You think travel-by-android could catch on?” Brian asked only half-seriously. 
 
    “Are you kidding? This is the greatest thing in the world. I’m so glad we came a week early. I wanted a chance to experience what life in the palace is like, and now I’m so jealous. I can’t believe this is how you’ve been living out here all these years. It’s fantastic!” 
 
    “Well, just to be clear, only Princess Carrie lives this way; it’s her house.” 
 
    “Still, it’s just mind-blowing. Isn’t it, Roth?” 
 
    Roth Higgins joined his colleagues, a wide smile on his face. “Hello, Colonel Kidd. I see you finally got things worked out with Luke.” 
 
    “After a fashion, yes, sir.” 
 
    Amanda said, “I was just telling Mei she should open a travel agency. Did you ever imagine travel could be this way?” 
 
    “We didn’t exactly travel anywhere, Amanda,” Roth said good-naturedly. “They just replicated a copy of us here. But I have to admit, this is an entirely new concept for transportation. It’s like I just beamed all the way across the galaxy. And the week has gone by so fast. I’d like to see a bit more.” He looked at Mei, hopefully. “After this is over, can we arrange for a tour, kind of thing? It would be great if we could visit Japurnam and Bradley’s Planet. I heard you got a subspace station set up in Brad’s neck of the woods, and I haven’t seen him in twenty years at least. Did he make it, by the way?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Brian replied. “Governor Bradley arrived late last night.” 
 
    Luke and Annie joined the group. “There you are,” Luke said to Roth. “Are you two enjoying your stay? Carrie says you’ve been all over the place.” 
 
    “It’s been incredible,” Amanda burbled. 
 
    Rosa came up and gave Amanda a little hug. “It is, isn’t it?” 
 
    “What about this android thing?” Luke asked Roth skeptically, trying to keep his voice down. “Are you comfortable with this concept? Is it ethical?” 
 
    Roth put a hand on Luke’s shoulder. “Listen to me, buddy. This concept of yours is more than stupendous. In fact, you’re too young to understand how great it is.” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been telling him,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Seriously?” Luke asked, ignoring his daughter. “How so?” 
 
    Roth said, “Keep in mind I was already in my sixties when you recruited me into your insane adventure. Even back then, I had so many aches and pains that every morning was a chore just to get out of bed. Everything hurt.” 
 
    “But you have an implant,” Luke said. “Didn’t that help?” 
 
    “Sure, it helps, but it’s not a cure. I may look younger these days, but on Moonbase, my life is still one long struggle with arthritis and a dozen other ailments.” 
 
    “You’re saying that’s not the case when you’re an android?” 
 
    “I’m saying a hell of a lot more than that, son.” He looked at Amanda with lecherous eyes. She blushed and slugged him lightly. 
 
    “Don’t talk about our private lives,” she said, embarrassed. 
 
    Luke said, “All right, no details, please. Now, Roth—” 
 
    “Just wait a second,” Roth said, cutting him off. “I got one more question.” He glared at Mei. “What about these dreams. Ever since I got here, I’ve been having awesome dreams.” 
 
    “Me too,” Amanda added eagerly. “Did you do that?” she asked. 
 
    “You like that?” Mei inquired slyly. 
 
    “Yeah!” Roth said. “Back home, I’m in a rut of having dreams that just go round and round, like I’ll be looking for something and can’t find it. They’re not nightmares or anything, but for crying out loud, I wake up exhausted. Here, it’s nothing like that. Just quick nice dreams about all kinds of things, right before I wake up. Is that something you’re doing?” 
 
    “Consider it a perk,” Mei said. “In my design research, dreams were kind of interesting. Real people need the REM sleep that goes with them, but dreams themselves are sort of a byproduct as memories get sorted out. A lot of people have that problem, and it seemed kind of like a wasted opportunity. So, I included a routine that takes snapshots of enjoyable moments from your past and hashes them together in a mix-and-match kind of way. There’s no significance behind them, just nice, haphazard episodes.” 
 
    “I wish I could remember them better,” Roth said. “When I wake up, they’re in my mind, but they fade away really fast.” 
 
    “That’s on purpose. People have a tendency to look for meaning where there isn’t any. I put the dream experience in your flash memory, so those are the first things overwritten when you wake up. It only takes a few seconds.” 
 
    Roth nodded. “Okay, I guess that makes sense. Good design, I’ll tell you that for sure.” 
 
    “I agree,” Amanda cooed. “I feel so good when I wake up.” 
 
    Brian muttered, “Try adding a little music. It’s another level up.” 
 
    “Really?” Roth said. “You can do that?” 
 
    “You guys need some remedial training,” Rosa said. “I can tell. I bet you haven’t nearly tried out all the features of android life.” 
 
    “I guess so,” Roth agreed. “I didn’t realize there was more.” 
 
    “A lot more.” 
 
    “Enough!” Luke cut in. “Roth, I came over because I want to introduce you to Prince Chanuf. He’s King Siligong’s son of the Tenth Family. They’re the ones who have been spitting out subspace trackers for the last six weeks. That’s how we know where the Bakkui are. Can you spare a minute?” 
 
    “Certainly, Luke. Any friend of yours…” Roth flashed a grin at everyone before moving off with Luke in search of the prince. To Mei, he said, “I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
    “Come with me, Amanda,” Annie said. “Rosa wants to talk about something you mentioned last night.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” Amanda said, tucking her arms through Annie’s and Rosa’s. “I want to arrange that tour for Roth. I had a few ideas after the banquet last night.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Rosa said. 
 
    The three women moved away, chattering to each other, leaving Brian slightly breathless. 
 
    To Mei, he said, “I’m glad everyone is having a good time, but do they realize we’re in a battle for our lives? Nothing is guaranteed.” He glanced around the auditorium, which had a holiday atmosphere. People were greeting each other joyfully, many of them catching up for the first time in years. 
 
    “It’s different now,” Mei said. “Can’t you tell? It’s been a long time since they honestly thought we could beat the Bakkui. And now they do, thanks to you, babe. All of this was your idea; the BBs and the bumblebee trackers. I hope you’re proud of yourself because I sure am.” 
 
    “We’ve done this together,” Brian said drily. 
 
    “Don’t you think we’re going to win?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I won’t let myself think that way. Nothing is ever that easy. They’ve got a backup plan, and I don’t know what it is.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, you’ll figure it out. How much longer?” 
 
    Brian glanced at the widescreen recently installed at the foot of the stage, underneath the hologram. A variety of numbers were displayed, some counting up, others counting down. To Brian, they were all worrisome in the unfolding story. 
 
    “About thirty minutes. It’s time for the mission briefing.” 
 
    “I’ll have Patrick round up your commanders.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    A loud gong sounded in the auditorium, bringing the crowd to silence. 
 
    King Lucas stepped onto the dais and said, “Welcome, everyone. Please take your seats.” After a moment of shuffling feet, he continued, “Thank you for coming. We hope this evening will be the beginning of the end of the Bakkui. The reason we have reached this point is thanks to two very special people. Mei, where are you? Stand up and say hello.” 
 
    Mei was whispering to Brian’s flight commanders. She stood and waved at the crowd, who broke out in applause. 
 
    “Thank you all,” she said briefly and sat back down. 
 
    The king gave her a big smile and said, “Her partner in all this is a young man I personally owe a great debt to, the Duke of Rouanne, Brian Kidd. Over to you, Colonel.” 
 
    Luke dropped into a seat, and the crowd unexpectedly fell deathly silent; no applause, no cheers. Everyone just looked at him with overwhelming intensity as though they expected him to wave a magic wand. 
 
    It threw Brian off stride for a moment. He wasn’t sure if he was supposed to say “Thank You” or just start the briefing. He chose the latter. 
 
    “As you may know, very few Alliance vessels are fitted with our new subspace communication, so we have been unable to recruit them into this effort. However, we were fortunate that three of His Majesty’s fleets were scheduled for routine port calls here on Haiyanas. We took that opportunity to conscript several of their more experienced officers as BB group commanders for this upcoming battle. Once the fighting begins, they will oversee our three groups of BBs. Let me introduce them at this time.” 
 
    One by one, Brian introduced the men and women that Luke and Neville had selected as BB tactical leads. 
 
    Minister Daurat asked, “Are those fleets going to help protect Haiyanas?” 
 
    “Not directly,” Brian said. “They were deployed last week to take up defensive positions near the Suneuon system. Before they departed, however, they were equipped with subspace comm so we can recall them if required.” 
 
    A few grumbles floated through the crowd. Suneuon had never been a popular planet, and its ruler, thankfully overthrown by King Lucas over twenty years ago, had been particularly hated. 
 
    Brian ignored the uneasiness and pointed to the hologram, where three distinct clusters of yellow icons depicting the Bakkui fleets, were crossing the border into First Family space. 
 
    “With the Eighth, Ninth, and Fourteenth families gone, the Bakkui moved the vast majority of their forces into those regions. It gave them an extraordinarily broad front to come across into Nobility space, and that’s not what we wanted them to do. The more they spread out, the thinner our own line of defense becomes. As you can see, the Bakkui have split up into distinct flotillas. We have designated them as Groups A, B, and C.” 
 
    “Can you tell what their targets are?” one of Carrie’s ministers asked. 
 
    Brian said, “As of last week, Group A had moved in a wide clockwise arc to attack across the former Fourteenth Family territory. It appears that either Ebene Three or Haiyanas could be their target. Group B took a more direct path, straight across the border between the former Eighth and Ninth Family, and that suggests Ebene Three might be their goal.” 
 
    “What’s going on over there?” another official asked, pointing to the third buildup near the Seventh Family. 
 
    “That is Group C and is particularly worrisome. There, the Bakkui traveled in a counter-clockwise direction, taking them across the current Seventh Family’s territory, giving them the opportunity to strike their homeworld on Marrava, or Ebene Three, or even King Lucas’s home on Japurnam.” 
 
    “What happens if they attack Japurnam?” the same official asked. “Who will defend them?” He seemed more concerned the Alliance would abandon everyone else to defend the king’s homeworld. 
 
    Brian put that notion to rest. “King Lucas long ago issued a royal decree that Japurnam will always take care of itself. In this current circumstance, he has directed the military to focus on protecting the rest of Nobility space.” 
 
    In fact, Japurnam was not in that much danger. It was deep inside First Family territory, and besides, Luke had ordered all his available production facilities to start pumping out BBs. 
 
    Prince Chanuf called out, “You said, as of last week. Has something changed?” 
 
    “Yes, Highness,” Brian replied. “Seven days ago, just after sunrise, our time, all Bakkui forces changed direction and are now headed straight for Haiyanas. If they do not change their speed or direction, approximately ten million Bakkui destroyers will arrive overhead in fourteen days.” 
 
    The news generated exclamations of surprise, if not outright horror. Overheard comments ranged from, “Can we get off the planet by then?” to “Glad I’m an android today. At least my human self is safe.” 
 
    Once the buzz died down, Princess Carrie asked, “Don’t keep us in suspense, Colonel. What is the actual danger to my people?” 
 
    Brian looked thoughtful and said, “Your Highness, I would say the threat to you and the citizens of this very beautiful planet is quite low.” Then he smiled. “In fact, I dare to hope we have the Bakkui exactly where we want them. Patrick, display the last four weeks of Bakkui movement and the current position of all Royal forces.” 
 
    The hologram reset to show a gigantic muddle of Bakkui ships swirling together between Nobility space and the Perseus Spiral Arm. They gradually separated into loose clusters drifting toward human-occupied space. As they did, a thin, almost transparent, film of green, blue, and white began to accumulate around each enemy formation. The colored haze represented the less numerous BBs. 
 
    The separate Bakkui battle groups slowly took shape as identifiable thrusts of a pincer movement, but toward the end, they merged into a single powerful spear thrusting directly at Haiyanas. 
 
    As the Bakkui forces consolidated, the BBs’ presence solidified along their flanks, almost like a green and blue sheath. And very close to the spear’s point, far beyond the Haiyanas system, the third and largest group of BBs came together as a thick barrier to block the enemy’s onslaught. 
 
    Brian said, “We have waited for the Bakkui’s plan to reveal itself before solidifying our defense, although we always assumed their target was Haiyanas.” 
 
    “But why is that?” Minister Cambrel cried out. “Why would they not attack Ebene first? That’s where you made those damn BBs, to begin with.” 
 
    “That is not the case, Minister. The first few BBs were manufactured on Casaira. The next group came from Mondique, and only then did we build them in the Ebene system.” 
 
    “They might still have targeted Ebene! You should have hit them then! Why didn’t you?” 
 
    “First, they were too spread out. The closer together they are, the more effective our BBs are. Second, it was obviously a feint. Keep in mind that in almost every Bakkui engagement over the last twenty years, they always incorporate some element of surprise in their tactics. It’s their most predictable trait and dates back to the Alliance’s first encounter with them in the Jigu system. And third, their sole objective for almost that long has been to kill King Lucas. We have practically advertised his presence here for almost two months now. It is too tempting a target for them to ignore, especially for such an all-out attack.” 
 
    “You can’t make that decision!” Cambrel shouted furiously. “You’re putting all of us at—” 
 
    “Silence!” Carrie shouted. “The decision is made! Guards, remove Minister Cambrel. He is no longer a member of my cabinet.” Everyone politely ignored the five huge men who rushed in and literally carried the hapless minister out of the room. “Continue, Colonel Kidd.” 
 
    “Thank you, Highness. That’s about all I have for introduction. To sum up, because of the distances involved, we wanted to bring the Bakkui together. They’re not exactly in fingertip formation now, but as the battle is about to start, our BBs are in a far better position to maximize their effectiveness. It looks like the first contacts are happening.” 
 
    “When will we know if we won?” someone asked. 
 
    “Good question. This battle will take several days to play out, so make yourselves comfortable, come and go as you please. I direct your attention to the counters on the video screen below the stage. The red numbers are Bakkui remaining; as you see, there are over ten million of them coming our way. The white numbers are BBs. We were fortunate the Bakkui took so long to launch this attack because it gave us time to build up our defenses. Altogether, we have just under two million going into this fight. Now, let’s see what happens.” To his three battle group commanders, Brian said, “Gentlemen, you have the hammer. Good hunting.” 
 
    Brian stepped down from the dais and sat next to Mei. She leaned over to whisper, “Good job. I’m glad they threw out that idiot. I never really liked him.” 
 
    “Me neither. Here we go. There’s the first spot of red by the tip of the Blue force.” 
 
    The massive forces came together in the hologram like an ultra-slow-motion aerial dance of a thousand ladybugs in a darkened gymnasium. After a few minutes, Rosa’s muted voice two rows back reached Brian saying, “God, this is boring.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    The following morning, Mei sat down next to Brian and handed him the local equivalent of an Egg McMuffin. It was three times the size of the real thing, made with massive, coal-fired buns, and the eggs didn’t come from chickens but from ostrich-sized birds that plunked down an iridescent blue egg every day or two. Still, from a distance, the end result appeared vaguely similar to the original, and it served as filling breakfast for at least three people. She also gave him a beer, which was even better. 
 
    There was an audible buzz as the audience filtered into the auditorium. A few of them had lasted until midnight, but the slow-motion battle taking place thousands of light-years away was not the most riveting entertainment. 
 
    As people arrived, they began debating with one another over what had happened thus far inside the hologram, were the Nobility forces winning or losing? It was impossible to tell. 
 
    “To tell the truth,” Mei said around a mouthful, “this really is boring.” 
 
    “I like boring,” Brian said. “It means we’re holding our own.” He pointed at the numbers. “We’ve each lost about twenty-five percent of our forces, and that bothers me. I thought our kill ratio would be much higher. If they reach Haiyanas with just one ship and we have none, they win.” 
 
    “I assume Carrie is still pumping out more BBs?” 
 
    “Of course. Thirty-eight thousand since yesterday. We send them out the second they come out of the replicator. We’re still okay for now. My worry is, what trick do they have up their sleeve? They wouldn’t launch an all-or-nothing attack without having some sort of backup plan.” 
 
    As if his words had been a catalyst, the display began to alter. 
 
    “Something’s changing,” Luke said, plopping down next to Mei. “What are they up to?” 
 
    Thin yellow streams of attacking Bakkui along the edges of their center thrust began moving away from the main force. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Mei said. “It looks like they’re spreading out. That’s bad for us.” 
 
    Luke said, “They’re trying to draw our green and blue forces away from the main battle. That would let them concentrate their remaining combat groups on breaking through.” 
 
    Brian pointed at the hologram’s white wall of icons blocking the Bakkui’s path. “That’s just not possible. Our defensive wall is solid. Late last night, they started throwing destroyers against it, but not a single one has penetrated. They must be doing something else.” 
 
    “Are they trying to flank us?” Mei wondered aloud. 
 
    “No,” Brian replied, scrutinizing the Bakkui activity. “I think they’re going vertical. It’s hard to tell just yet.” 
 
    “You mean they’re going over the wall?” Luke asked. “Can they do that?” 
 
    Increasing numbers of the yellow icons shifted their path into the vertical. At first, they splintered off the sides in tiny groups, but it became more pronounced every second. 
 
    Brian said, “Patrick, adjust the color of those Bakkui who are changing their flight vector to the outside of the ecliptic plane. Make them show up as purple.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    Brian studied the result for several minutes before looking at Mei with unbelieving eyes. “They’re leaving.” 
 
    “You mean they’re leaving the battle?” Neville asked. 
 
    “No,” Brian said grimly, pointing at the widening stream of purple icons streaking away from the main cluster. “They’re leaving the galaxy. Patrick, change the display, so that area of space is shown from a horizontal view? Like we’re looking at it from the edge of the galaxy’s spiral arms?” 
 
    The view rotated so that rather than filling the entire center of the room, it became an uneven line containing various colored smudges. Small purple traces pointed up toward the ceiling. 
 
    “I see what you mean,” Mei replied, a note of surprise in her voice. “I didn’t see that coming.” 
 
    Carrie came up and took a seat next to Mei. “Where are they going?” she asked. 
 
    “Brian said they’re leaving the galaxy,” Mei said. “I’m not sure if they’re leaving or trying to flank us in the vertical.” 
 
    “Does that mean we’re still in danger?” Carrie asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Brian said. “I’ll bet you anything they’re looking for greener pastures. Patrick, reset the display but zoom out to the maximum.” 
 
    The view zoomed out, showing the now distinct purple trace leaving the galactic plane at a noticeable angle, perhaps thirty degrees to a point above the galactic poles. 
 
    “You sure?” Carrie said. “They still might circle and attack from a different direction.” 
 
    “It’s possible,” Brian agreed, “but look at where their track is pointing. Patrick, project the Bakkui’s new track to infinity.” A line appeared inside the hologram that extended through a group of four hazily defined globular star clusters. 
 
    “What’s that?” Luke asked. 
 
    “Another galaxy,” Mei said in an awed voice. 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “It’s called the Sagittarius Dwarf Spheroidal Galaxy. It’s a satellite galaxy of the Milky Way.” 
 
    “Well,” Carrie said. “I never heard of it, but that’s good enough for me. How long will it take for them to get there? Maybe a thousand years?” 
 
    Mei shook her head worriedly. “No, not at all. That cluster is very close, relatively speaking. It’s about seventy thousand light-years away. Our own galaxy is only a hundred thousand light-years in diameter. The Nobility empire is about a fifth of that.” 
 
    “What does that mean to us?” 
 
    “It means, with their drive technology, they could be there in less than a year. And time means nothing to the Bakkui.” 
 
    “I guess our war isn’t over after all,” Brian said. He glanced at Mei. “We can’t let them get there.” 
 
    “No, we have to go after them. They’re a disease that has to be stamped out.” She turned to Luke and added, “However, Sire, you can see it right there; the Bakkui threat to humanity is gone; it is literally leaving the galaxy. Go ahead and celebrate.” 
 
    An escalating rumble of voices in the auditorium reflected a growing recognition that the Bakkui threat was suddenly, almost magically, fading away. 
 
    “I sense a but coming,” Luke said to Mei. 
 
    She nodded. “But, the threat to someone still exists. Let Brian and I work on this, Sire.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” Luke asked. 
 
    “Give us a couple of weeks to put a concept together,” Brian said. “We have the upper hand, but the final battle isn’t over. Mei and I won’t be satisfied until we wipe out every last one of them.” 
 
    “You really think you can do that alone?” 
 
    “Not by ourselves. We’ll draft volunteers from Carrie’s brood. All of her young people are super intelligent and hate the Bakkui as much as we do. I suggest we consider this effort as an adjunct to the android commission.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that,” Luke said. 
 
    “We’ll stay on it, but for now, Haiyanas is safe. Everyone here can breathe easy.” 
 
    “You sure about that?” 
 
    Brian nodded at the hologram. “From everything I see, yes. We always said the Bakkui will have a surprise in their back pocket and looking at what they’re doing right now, I’d say this is it. Rather than fight to extinction, they’re bugging out.” 
 
    Luke studied the hologram for another few minutes and then said, “I tend to agree.” He mounted the dais and the audience quieted. “Yes!” he exclaimed. “What you see is true! The Bakkui are leaving the galaxy because they can’t stand up to our latest weapon. Good riddance!” 
 
    A full-throated cheer erupted at his confirmation the Bakkui had been defeated. 
 
    “The work is not done,” Luke added soberly. “Not until every last one has been destroyed. But as of today, this planet, all of our planets, and our people are at long last safe from that terrible menace. Go home now and tell your families what we’ve accomplished. The Alliance will finish the job. It will take time, but that is for another day. Go home and celebrate with those you love!” 
 
    The cheers began again and went on for some time, the joyfulness for a few was marked with a bit of hysteria; it wasn’t easy to wind down from stark terror to celebration. And of course, everyone had to come up and thank the king for leading the Nobility to victory. His wisdom in creating such a magnificent strategy was obviously divinely inspired. 
 
    Those who had actually been part of the effort, sought out Brian and Mei for a more honest congratulatory embrace. Eventually, after thanksgivings all around, the auditorium emptied of all but a few. 
 
    Luke glanced at Carrie. Surprisingly, his face was weighed down by twenty years of regret. “You were right,” he admitted. “I should have done this a long time ago.” 
 
    “Yes, you should, but now it’s done. The Bakkui menace is no more. The good part is that you can quit being the Warlord.” 
 
    “That’s a strange feeling. I never wanted that label in the first place, but now it’s all I think about.” 
 
    “Well then,” Carrie said, “you’ll just have to stop. In fact, this would be a good time for you and your daughter to go home with Annie and live like a normal family.” 
 
    Luke let out a long sigh and then turned to Brian and Mei. “All right. I’m going to leave finishing off the Bakkui to you two. Report your progress to Carrie from time to time, and she can pass it to me. That work for you?” 
 
    “Absolutely, Sire,” Brian replied, his heart lightened by the king’s complete acceptance. 
 
    “Rosa?” Luke said, glancing around. “Where did you go?” 
 
    “Here I am, Daddy.” She moved to his side with an arm around his waist. “Are we really going home?” 
 
    “If we can find your mother, oh, there she is. George, have Sadie come pick us up. Make ready to head out for Japurnam Five.” 
 
    “Acknowledged. On the way.” 
 
    “You’re not going to stay for the celebration?” Carrie asked. “This is the end of a thousand-year war.” 
 
    Luke shook his head. “Thanks, anyway. I suddenly feel exhausted. Like I’ve been running on adrenaline for a couple of centuries. I’m taking a break.” He put his arm around Rosa, and together with his bride, the trio silently left the auditorium. 
 
    Carrie watched worriedly. “That’s the first time I’ve seen my brother look so old. It’s almost creepy.” 
 
    Brian said, “He’ll bounce back. Like he said, he’s been at it for a long time.” 
 
    Mei told Carrie, “People still need to celebrate. You could be his stand-in and make sure everyone knows how much he’s done.” 
 
    “I might do that. What about you two? I guess the battle will go on for a while. Can you really follow them to another galaxy?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Brian said. “The outcome is not in doubt. From this point on, now that they are infested with bumblebees, the Bakkui won’t be able to hide, no matter where they go. It may take a few years to track them all down, but their end is coming. We’ll stay on it, now that we have the king’s blessing.” 
 
    “What about the research institute?” Carrie asked. 
 
    Brian put his arm around Mei’s shoulder and pulled her close. “We’ll participate remotely, if Your Highness agrees. At least for now. We never actually got married, and I’d like to fix that oversight. I want to take Mei on a honeymoon. Someplace fun where we don’t have to worry about being arrested or shot on sight.” 
 
    Carrie grinned. “Well, then. Congratulations. That in itself sounds like an item for a seminar discussion…married androids. I’ll put Susan in charge of the commission. She’s already talked to me about it a hundred times. I think she wants to experiment a little more with being an android. You two get out of here.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Mei snuggled against Brian on the couch in Lexi’s main cabin. 
 
    “We did it,” Brian said. 
 
    “Yes, we did. I had a feeling about you the first time I saw you.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Well, no. But it didn’t take long. After your first experiment, I could tell you thought outside the box, and it surprised me, to be perfectly honest.” 
 
    “Will it be a problem if lots of people start wanting to be androids?” 
 
    “The more, the merrier,” Mei replied. “But my plan is to stay relatively removed from that discussion.” 
 
    “Why so?” 
 
    “Because it’ll be long and bloody. Sooner or later, some idiot android will kill a human, and that’s when the crap hits the fan. I don’t want to be anywhere close when that happens.” 
 
    “But you’re the only one who can turn people into androids. How will that happen if you’re not around?” 
 
    “Because Patrick can do it now. I taught him all about it while we were here. If Carrie agrees, he can teach other AIs, but frankly, I suspect it will be a long time before she lets that cat out of the bag.” 
 
    “That’s going to make Haiyanas a hopping place for the next few centuries,” Brian observed. 
 
    “Maybe, but it’s not our worry. We won’t be anywhere near.” 
 
    “Where will we be?” 
 
    “One of the colonies that the Warlord started. A planet called New Hope. There’s someone there I want to talk to.” 
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
    “A guy named Sam.” 
 
    “Who’s he?” 
 
    “He’s the one who started this mess. He got Luke involved with the Nobility and then waited on Earth until Luke started sending out colonies. Once that happened, Sam went on one of the early expeditions to get further away from the problem.” 
 
    “What do you mean, he started it all?” 
 
    “He’s Luke’s biological father. When he couldn’t handle the Bakkui problem, he dumped it all on Luke and bugged out.” 
 
    “His father. But that would mean…” 
 
    “That’s right, he changed his name, just like you did. People used to call him King Peyha the Second of the First Family.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “To be fair, he tried everything to resist the Bakkui but couldn’t get anywhere. So, he decided to hand the problem off to someone else, that being a gullible military genius named Luke Blackburn.” 
 
    “Does Luke know any of this?” Brian asked incredulously. 
 
    “Nope, Sadie is the only one who knows, and she’ll never admit it because she physically can’t. Sam forbade her from sharing the information. What she is not aware of, however, is that a while back, I had a chance to dig around in her memory and found out the whole story.” 
 
    “Should we tell King Lucas? He certainly has a right to know.” 
 
    “Be my guest, but I’m not bringing it up.” 
 
    Brian thought about it for a moment and nodded sagely. “I agree with you completely. No sense looking for trouble.” 
 
    “Glad you agree. I just think Sam has a lot of explaining to do. One of these days, let’s ask him. But enough talking. It’s time for you to take me to bed.” 
 
    The End 
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    The anthrax story is true. It happened while on a temporary duty assignment (TDY) to Incirlik AFB in Turkey. We used to go there for bombing practice. At Konya Range, they have a giant, three-thousand-foot-wide target circle. During the week, we would drop inert ordinance, called BDU-33s, which were small twenty-five pound, non-explosive bombs, made of cast iron. On impact, they released a tiny puff of smoke which the range control officer would use to calculate our score. 
 
    On the weekends, we would tour the country and see the sights. Turkey had wonderful beaches within easy driving distance. One weekend by the seaside, one of the pilots (it wasn’t me) had a bit too much to drink and, on a dare, kissed a cow that was grazing nearby. A few days later, he got deathly ill. 
 
    Thankfully he pulled through, but only after his doctor saw a photograph of the incident and realized the symptoms were due to anthrax. With that, he was able to administer the proper medication. The amusing aspect is that the pilot was a very straight-laced officer and one of the best aviators I ever knew. Moral of the story: don’t give in to dares that may earn you an undesirable nickname. 
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