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  MILKY WAY SECTOR 1
SOLUM


  Capital of the Anaden Empire


  


  “You can’t be serious.”


  “I assure you, Ms. Hinotori, I am always serious.”


  And always an imbecile. Director Hashken was the worst sort of bureaucrat, drunk on power and utterly uninterested in the work he was entrusted with supervising. She leveled her best glare at him, though it was a poor substitute for knocking him senseless.


  “This new regulatory burden is far too onerous. You will crush the vibrant technology industry on Asterion Prime—an industry that is almost single-handedly ensuring this empire maintains supremacy in the galaxy. In his annual speech last month, President Kyvern stated that we must always strive to be the most advanced and progressive power in explored space. Do I need to step through the provisions of these new regulations one by one and explain to you how each and every one defeats the President’s stated goal?”


  Hashken’s mouth turned down in a vulgar pout. “Do not patronize me. The Commerce Department shares the President’s goals, but it is our duty to pursue them in a safe, reasoned and prudent manner. The companies on Asterion Prime are engaging in increasingly risky endeavors, granting their pet SAIs irresponsible freedoms in a relentless push for the next groundbreaking achievement. The machines need to be kept in their place, for the safety and security of us all.”


  “The ‘machines’ are living, sentient beings, Director.”


  His pout became a sneer. “Let us hope this is not the case, Ms. Hinotori, lest the Assembly enact far more severe strictures than those you will begin enforcing today. Now if you will excuse me, I have a Cabinet meeting to attend. Good day.”


  ***


  Solum’s sun flared a vibrant saffron across the viewport beside the seat Nicolette threw herself into, in the tiniest rebellious expression of her displeasure. Hashken had left her standing there dumbstruck. No offer to consider contrary industry opinions before enacting the new regulations, and no opportunity to appeal to a higher authority—to take to the Assembly floor and plead the case of the companies and people she represented as the Commerce Department Representative on Asterion Prime.


  She knew better than to publicly plead the case of the sentient artificial intelligences—SAIs—she oversaw. They were reviled by the politicians on Solum, albeit out of fear and a regressive luddite mentality, and she’d learned long ago that the only way to protect the SAIs was to keep as quiet as possible about them. Let them fly under the radar and escape the scrutiny of a political class that had little else to do, when governing more than 2,400 colonized worlds, than conjure endless regulations in an effort to tighten its grasp on those worlds.


  In her head, KIR piped up to offer some color commentary. “Is this not the driving purpose behind all political institutions?”


  “They’re supposed to govern responsibly, safeguarding the populace while encouraging them to thrive.”


  “I can find no evidence in recorded history where a government maintained that standard for very long after rising to power.”


  She chuckled to herself. Her brother Loshi had gifted her with the SAI almost two decades earlier, ostensibly to allow her to offload some of the voluminous work associated with her job at Commerce. They’d quickly become close friends, and now KIR was as integral a part of her life as any spouse or family member.


  “I admit I’m not surprised.”


  The passenger hospitality drone moseyed down the aisle, and she waved it over to order a gin and tonic, then dropped her forehead to the viewport as the superluminal bubble activated and the saffron star blurred and vanished. She was planning to meet Maris for drinks tonight, but it couldn’t hurt to get a head start, right? Tomorrow, she would have to begin helping the companies of Asterion Prime find a way to comply with the new regulations that didn’t render them bankrupt or their SAIs crippled, but tonight she could pitch a minor, harmless tantrum about the unfairness of it all.


  A message from Loshi arrived two seconds after the gin and tonic did. She squeezed the lime slice over the glass while reading the message.


  Hey, can you come by the factory tonight? I have something I need to show you.


  She savored the tangy bite of the first sip. It would hardly be the first time she’d stood Maris up for drinks… but maybe she should message him back and find out if it was urgent. Oh, who was she kidding? It was always urgent with Loshi. For him, every new discovery, invention or mere process improvement was cause for exuberant celebration this instant. A shame the news she bore was going to spoil the celebration in a tragic way.


  I’m on my way back from Solum. I can be there around 2100.


  ***


  ASTERION PRIME


  Chara (Planetary Capital)


  Loshi’s company, Fusion Logistics, stood on one corner of a terra cotta plaza in northeast Chara. Despite the late hour, the glass-and-marble façade gleamed in reflected light from the enormous chrome fountain at the plaza’s center.


  Nicolette shed her cashmere wrap the instant she got inside, then scanned herself through security and took the lift down to the basement lab. Loshi maintained a fancy corner office on the top floor, but he spent his daytime hours overseeing ongoing projects in the lab and his nighttime ones tinkering with fanciful ideas that all-but-inevitably became new projects.


  Her brother was a genius in every sense of the word—a brilliant polymath whose nominal career as a systems engineer barely scratched the surface of his talents. And while she might be biased, a good case could be made that he, more than any other single individual, was responsible for Asterion Prime’s status as the technological heart and soul of the Anaden Empire. Three hundred twenty-one years of pushing the boundaries of materials and systems R&D had made him a wealthy man and Chara a wealthy city. But an overabundance of credits hadn’t dampened his enthusiasm for chasing after the next ‘eureka’ moment. And she supposed this was why she loved him.


  Voices drifted out from the back of the lab as she entered: Loshi’s animated and engaged, the other one feminine and reserved. She scowled; had he asked her here with due urgency to introduce her to his date?


  She rounded the corner to find him talking to a short woman sporting curly ginger hair and a plain navy pantsuit.


  “Hey, Nico! There you are. Come meet my friend, Saisho.” He flung silky, jet-black hair out of his aquamarine eyes and motioned her over.


  

  She side-hugged Loshi before extending a hand to the woman. “I’m Nicolette. It’s nice to meet you.”


  The woman’s grip was tentative and cool. “It is nice to meet you as well. You are Loshi’s sister, yes? You look so much like him.”


  “It’s true. People often assume we’re twins, but he has eight years on me, which he never lets me forget. How did you two meet? Do you work here?”


  The woman’s expression froze for a nanosecond. “Yes. I am a…data analyst.”


  “Well, if there is anything Loshi excels at, it’s generating mountains of data to analyze.” She shot Loshi a squirrelly look, which he ignored.


  “You are correct. Now I must go. I have things to see.” Saisho jerked her chin down in a stilted nod, pivoted and strode off toward the lift.


  Nicolette waited until the lift disappeared up through the ceiling to arch an eyebrow at her brother. “Your new girlfriend? Not dating her for her social skills, I assume.”


  He grumbled and reached over to type out a few commands on his virtual screen. “She’s not my girlfriend. And there’s a reason for the social awkwardness.” He regarded her with piercing intensity. “Can you keep a secret?”


  “Ugh. I am currently keeping at least 4,382 of your secrets. What’s one more?”


  “Good point.” He motioned her closer and leaned in to whisper conspiratorially in her ear. “She’s an SAI.”


  Her gaze swerved to the absent lift. “No. Oh, Loshi, you didn’t.”


  “I mean, I didn’t do it alone. Drs. Forchelle and Olivaw consulted on the physical schematic and remote control algorithms.”


  She sighed. He was, after all, a systems engineer, and few systems were so complex as an Anaden body. “I know Forchelle by reputation, but who was the other one?”


  “Steven Olivaw—he’s a biomechanical researcher.” He huffed a laugh. “You’d like him. I’ll set up a dinner for the three of us next week.”


  “What? Fine, I’ll scribble it on the calendar. Loshi, we can’t just let an SAI walk around on the streets unchaperoned. What if she makes
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