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"...and so it was that the Baltimore Gun Club's successful 1864 launch of a manned projectile into outer space, which subsequently orbited Earth's moon and then returned safely to terra firma, experiencing in its course no technical difficulties whatsoever, did initiate a veritable 'space race', bolstered by the industrial and technological advances developed over the course of three regrettable 'world' wars, so that by the year 1960 the Eurmerican Confederation maintained a bustling way station upon our venerable satellite, a not-insignificant outpost upon our next closest celestial neighbor, Venus – tragically, our Communist rivals, via political misdirection and subterfuge, beat us to Mars – and commissioned the Eurmerican Naval Space Fleet, which even now patrols and explores the vast reaches of our awesome, and sometimes terrifying, solar system..."
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"Boring!"

Professor Hashimoto closed the textbook he held before him – he was reciting from memory; the book was just a prop – and frowned. It was a weary, patronizing frown, so intense that the corners of his mouth threatened to reach his knees. It was the kind of frown one wins awards for. Nevertheless, Winsome Staton remained unimpressed.

"Miss Staton," he sighed theatrically. "You must absorb this material. Your levels are in just a few cycles, and if your father..."

"Blah blah blah," the fifteen-year-old (fifteen and a half, actually) droned. Blonde-haired. Blue-eyed. A touch too much makeup, betraying her lack of familiarity with the intricacies of that art. She was pretty, with beautiful definitely on the horizon, but for all her attributes it was the smile that got her into (and out of) the most trouble. Innocent and infectious, it was the kind of smile that made you want to agree with her, do things for her, cover up her many gaffes. Professor Mohammad Hashimoto had been hired as her tutor, in large part, because he'd proved to be wholly immune to that smile.

Not that it did him any good.

"I'm rich," Winsome went on, curling a lock of hair around her finger and staring off into space - as if she were talking to herself rather than him. "If I'm going to learn things shouldn't I be learning about stocks and bonds and currencies and bribing building commissioners and such? Not this musty-dusty old history."

"I remind you, Miss Staton, that you are not rich – your father is."

"Why don't you ever address me by my first name?" the girl asked, suddenly making eye contact.

"It wouldn't be proper."

"My old tutor referred to me as 'Winsome Satan'. Even to my face. Even to Father!" She giggled at the memory.

"Indeed."

There was some sort of ruckus in the hallway outside. Banging and crashing and someone yelling.

"Now what?" the professor groaned. No doubt the fallout from some prank young Miss Staton had set into motion before his arrival... culminating just in time to interrupt their lesson, of course. If so, she was concealing her satisfaction quite well. From the look on her face, she was as dumbfounded as he.

Just outside the closed door, a strange whining sound, rapidly increasing in speed and pitch.

Then the door exploded.

The room was instantly saturated with expanding gas and particulate of door. Winsome, an obscenely wealthy man's scioness, had long been schooled in what to do if she suddenly became a target, and knew at least enough to cover her head and drop to the floor. Professor Hashimoto, a sheltered academician and at heart a pompous ass, took two steps in the direction of the masked men now pouring into the room, demanding their intentions, before receiving his answer in the form of an antiquated lead projectile, which struck him full in the chest, killing him instantly.
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Gamma-Designate Space Vessels like the E. Frank Russell have been referred to as cities in space, an absurd exaggeration of both their function and size, although office buildings in space would not be wholly inaccurate. Fitted with full exploratory, medical, and research facilities, living suites for over seven hundred crew members, and amenities including an indoor park, swimming pool, lounges, rec rooms, and cafeterias, it was akin to one of those twentieth-century apartment towers where, if you worked in the same building, you never had to step outside.

Currently, the E. Frank Russell was in synchronous orbit above Venus, undergoing scheduled maintenance, the bulk of her newly-assigned crew on the planet's surface enjoying their last few hours of freedom. Aside from her captain, only Jean-Paul Dubois (the comm-liaison officer) and Zova Brie (systems) were on deck, and the latter had her feet propped up on her console, regulation skirt riding up one hose-sheathed thigh, perky little nose buried in a paperback novel. Captain Matthew Flacke motioned for her to at least put her feet down while the dour-faced admiral was on screen, but she was so engrossed in her book that she didn't notice.

"Admiral Hersh."

"Captain Flacke. The re-outfitting goes well, I take it?"

"Up to speed in three days, I'm told," Flacke assured him.

"Good, good. I was sorry to hear about Yohannes Mwangi."

"He was a good man, and a top-notch science officer." Flacke hesitated. "And a friend."

"I am sorry for your loss." A respectful pause. "His replacement is departing Venus City even as we speak. A... unique officer. I hope you'll make her feel welcome."

"Of course, sir."

The admiral hesitated.

"She'll be arriving via portation beam," he finally said.

"Portation...?" Impossible! Teleportation – which broke solid objects down to their constituent atoms and then "beamed" those atoms across vast distances of space – had revolutionized the transport of cargo, but had proved... less than satisfactory when used to port sentient beings. It took years of before-and-after psychic probes and hotly-contested experimentation to verify this, and some learned men still vehemently debated it, but the current accepted belief was that breaking down a living being's mind in such a manner utterly and irreparably destroyed it. Yes, when it was reconstituted at the receiving end it arrived apparently unchanged in every quantifiable particular, but that essence, that indefinable consciousness that defines the individual, had, nevertheless, been obliterated: not so much transported as replaced. The replacement consciousness, possessing all of the thoughts and memories of the original, had no way of knowing this, of course – would likely scoff at the very notion – but the original consciousness was no less dead.

Porting any living being which possessed a nervous system, even animals, was banned under Confederation statutes.

"Is she... a robot?" Flacke asked. This seemed unlikely, as most robots performed simple servile functions at best, and weren't even particularly efficient in that regard, as evidenced by the current state of his dress uniform, which had just come back from the robo-cleaner with a hole where a gravy stain used to be.

"Not a robot," the admiral said. "A... computer."

"A computer? I don't follow you, sir." If there was one thing the hundreds of blinking lights on the bridge constantly drove home, it was that the E. Frank Russell was not wanting for computer power.

"Not exactly a computer. Her name is Kimber Q.X. – apparently that latter stands for 'Quantum Experiment', and I can't tell you how much that irks me as experiment begins with an E..."

"That's why we're not in marketing, sir."

"Indeed. Our Ms. Q.X. was apparently 'brain dead', as they say, until the boys in the lab installed a miniature quantum think-box in her skull, and no I don't know which boys, what lab, or how they did it."

So she was a robot, for all intents and purposes. The very idea left a bad taste in Flacke's mouth. It sounded like the kind of quasi-immoral experimentation the apocryphal Black Ops might engage in. If they actually existed, of course.

"If I might ask, sir... who was she... before?"

"That information..."

The door to the bridge whooshed open just then, and Admiral Hersh took advantage of the distraction to quickly and quietly sign off.

"Permission to come aboard?" requested an inflectionless female voice. Flacke turned, not knowing what to expect, but certainly not expecting to lay eyes on the loveliest, most desirable "robot" he'd ever seen.
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Flacke stole yet another glance at his new science officer as he escorted her to her quarters, and he couldn't help but think that someone, somewhere, must be pulling his leg. She was a person; tallish, long legs, regulation skirt and tunic in science black with green piping. Chestnut hair worn long but pulled back, regulation neat. She blinked. Her chest rose and fell. No doubt her heart beat somewhere in the vicinity of eighty times per minute. Nothing, nothing suggested that she was anything but an unusually stoic human being. Aside from the fact that they'd ported her up like a crate of space parts, of course.

Most disconcerting of all, she was an absolute knockout.

"Kimber Q.X. That's a very unwieldy name. Would you prefer to be addressed as...?" he trailed off, waiting for her answer.

"'Officer Kimber' will suffice, Captain Flake. Q.X. is a designation rather than a name. Ms. or Miss or Officer Q.X. would therefore be inaccurate."

"It's pronounced Flak," the captain grinned. "The E is silent."

"Er..." A fleeting instant of confusion. Matthew grinned. Got her.

"So where were you stationed before being assigned to the Russell?" he quickly asked.

"This is my first assignment."

He waited, in vain, for more.

"Well, you must have done something before you were tapped for government work," he prodded.

"Not that I am aware of."

"Who's this groovy delight?" someone asked.

Jack Barrow, the medical officer, was blocking the hallway.

"Doctor," the captain deadpanned.

"I know, I know" the medico smiled, crossing his arms. "I was ordered off the ship with the rest of 'em. I chose to remain aboard. Blatant insubordination."

Flacke tried to maneuver Kimber around him, but the doctor kept blocking their path.

"I'll look the other way, Doc. Now if you'll excuse me..."

"I hasten remind you, sir, that failure to comply with a direct order from a superior officer is cause for immediate divorce from an assignment."

"That is an accurate interpretation of the applicable statute," Kimber interjected.

"Thank you, both. I'm well-versed in Fleet regulations."

"Well?"

"Well what?"

"Let me put it another way," Dr. Barrow said, then hauled back and punched the captain right in the face.

––––––––
[image: ]


Dr. Barrow held Flacke's broken nose in place as he ran the ultrasound cartilage mender up and down the bridge. The captain winced, and his eyes teared up, but he said nothing. Kimber, who had accompanied them without comment, looked on impassively.

"Striking a superior officer," Jack began, "now that..."

"You're not getting off this ship. I don't care what you do," Flacke said.

"Damn it, Captain! Everyone else who put in for reassignment got it, with your blessing!"

"They were expendable – you aren't."

"Expendable. I think that's called a Freudian slip"

Flacke considered Kimber's presence and chose his next words carefully.

"After... everything... there's no chance of drawing another medical officer of your caliber. Price you pay for being top of your field."

"Maybe I'm getting rusty," Jack suggested.

"Thirty-two is too young to get rusty, except







[image: ]




















[image: ]







[image: ]



























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





