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PART ONE: TEENAGERS
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1. THE ACCIDENT

Shan-leo felt exhilarated as he drove the flying car towards Mansion Shermac. Finally a few days alone with his girlfriend, Izzy-lee. He couldn't believe his father, Ker-ris, had allowed him to go to the mansion alone – well, with her.

"You're seventeen, I trust your judgment," his father had said, waving good-bye.

Of course it helped that he was an only child and had been responsible for his father for the first ten years of his life. Being known as a wise child who sounded older than his years meant he was now considered a smart teen. And since the Galactic Empire was no more, he was just another Sire teen who was finally going to spend a couple of days with his girlfriend, without adult supervision.

Izzy-lee was excited too – they'd have a whole house to themselves instead of hiding in each other's rooms after school, pretending to study. They'd finally have time for some real sex instead of making do with whatever quick moments they could steal from their busy schedules.

They had barely left the city when Izzy-lee started touching and kissing him, distracting him from the drive.

"Izzy-lee, stop or we'll crash!" he warned.

She giggled, as her hands wandered down Shan-leo's chest and her lips deposited butterfly kisses on his face.

"Autopilot, now!" she whispered, her eyes wide with desire, pulling back only to push the dedicated switch that would allow Shan-leo to stop driving.

They had made out in the flying car before, but not when it was moving. As he rolled over her, returning her caresses, he forgot where he was. As limbs and clothes flew off, they gave vent to their passion.

Their movements unbalanced the vehicle and the flying car spiraled out of control, crashing against a tree on the side of the road. Pleasure turned to acute pain and moans became screams as the smell of blood reached their nostrils. Shan-leo managed to send out a cry for help before losing consciousness.
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"Where are you taking me?" Chibi asked.

"To the doctor," Dadina answered as if he were a child. Except Chibi was a little white robot with big eyes and no real mouth. Though technically it had no gender, it was a humanized robot, with two legs, two arms and a head on a short torso. Dadina had built it to keep her company a couple of years earlier, before she'd found new friends at school.

"I don't want to go to the doctor!"

"Enough, Chibi! It's time for your monthly check-up!"

The blonde fourteen-year-old punched open the main sliding door of the Vaurabi Labs. She'd built Chibi, but she still needed an expert's help with the little android, hence the visits to the Cybernetics Department. At the moment, the robot had an AI that made him behave like a spoiled child and Dadina wanted to fix that.

"I'm not going!" Chibi stopped in the corridor outside of the underground labs and stood as still as a statue.

Dadina snorted. Good thing she'd made it small enough to carry. She grabbed it and put it under her arm like a big doll – a screaming doll that waved its sturdy limbs as much as it could.

Dadina muttered under her breath and walked faster, ignoring the smiles of the employees she met on the way to the office of the Head of Cybernetics. They all knew her and Chibi, and someone even teased her about the out-of-control artificial creature she was carrying.

She put Chibi down with a huff in front of an amused Markandeya, while Tyro raised his eyebrows in a way that made Chibi go quiet. For some reason, the robot thought the elder scientist was a sort of god who could destroy it.

"Throwing a tantrum, Chibi?" Markandeya asked.

At thirty-two, Markandeya Sumirasko was now the Head of Cybernetics in the Vaurabi Labs. Tyro Megnaghy had officially retired when he'd recently turned sixty, but he was always by his lover's side.

Before Chibi could answer, emergency alerts started blaring all over the Vaurabi Labs.

"Flying car accident," Tyro said quickly, checking his tablet. "Let's go."

Markandeya put Chibi in a closet, ignoring its protests, and rushed out of the room with Tyro and Dadina.

Two stretchers were in the medical section of the Labs and Dadina gasped at the sight of the bloodied blankets covering the two bodies.

"Get out of here, Dadina, you cannot help," Tyro said, gently pushing her out of the emergency room.

She kept staring at what she could see of the victims, and caught a glimpse of Shan-leo's face before the door slid closed.

Her heart missed a beat. Shan-leo had had an accident?

As she turned around, eyes wide in shock, she saw Ker-ris arrive with a frown on his face.

"Ker-ris! Shan-leo is..."

"I know." He stopped next to her and stared at the closed door. "He's in good hands. Don't worry, he'll survive."

Dadina exhaled, but couldn't stop her tears. Ker-ris held her tight as she sobbed.

"Don't worry, Dadina, your foster brother will be all right..."

***
[image: ]


Shan-leo, can you hear me?

His father's mind finally reached him through the pain, and he grabbed the mind link like an anchor that could save him. He was too hurt to realize his father could feel his pain. He held on to his father's strength and soothing mind, and finally managed to get back into his aching body and open his eyes.

The light in the room was too strong, so he shut his eyes tightly, moaning in pain. His father's hand caressed his head.

Too much light, he whined telepathically.

I switched it off, his father assured him. Open your baby blues so we can see you're fine.

Shan-leo obeyed if only to glare at his father.

"I'm not a baby anymore!" he snapped, using his voice to remind his father it was now that of a young man.

"You still have sky-blue eyes," his father replied. "And how am I supposed to judge your driving skills? I trusted you."

"We were on autopilot," he retorted. In spite of the strong mind link, he knew he had disappointed his father and felt defensive. Sometimes he was given too much responsibility, other times he was considered a child. And he did feel guilty for crashing the flying car and hurting himself, no need to point out his mistake!

"Not really, or you wouldn't have crashed," Ker-ris said. "Autopilots have sensors, activators and control engineering software that drive better than any Humanoid. They can navigate safely among other vehicles, obstacles and pedestrians. The car's mainframe registered both switches, on and off – and the autopilot was off when you veered off the road."

"I didn't steer off the road!"

"If you weren't driving, what were you doing?" His father raised his eyebrows, skeptical. "No, I don't want to know. I hope it hurts, so you'll remember next time you try to do the same stunt."

Shan-leo groaned, suddenly feeling all the aches.

"It hurts like hell! How is Izzy-lee?"

"Worse off than you are. You can thank your mother for tinkering with your genes when you were in her womb."

Shan-leo sighed. Being part of the former Imperial Family meant his skin was genetically reinforced against assassination attempts – a pronuclear microinjection in the embryo. One good thing from his mother's side, something his father didn't have.

Izzy-lee wasn't so lucky.

"Is she still alive?" he asked weakly.

"Yes, but barely. And the car is destroyed. And no, you're not getting another until you prove to me you're responsible."

"Where am I?" Shan-leo realized he wasn't in his room – it was too white, too empty, and windowless.

"Vaurabi Labs and hospital," his father answered.

Of course, only the underground facility under the former Imperial palace had no windows. Shan-leo sighed.

"Why the Vaurabi Labs and not the general hospital?" he asked, looking at his hands and moving his legs under the bedsheets. Everything seemed to work, although he still hurt everywhere. He couldn't pinpoint the source of his pain.

"Let's say not just the car was destroyed," his father answered. "Although it was worse for Izzy-lee than for you."

"What? What do you mean? Where is she? How is she?"

"She's in the next room and she's still unconscious. The cosmetic prosthetics we gave her look so real, she won't even notice them."

"Prosthetics?" Shan-leo screamed.

"Hush," his father chided. "Get some rest. We'll talk again later."

"B-but... but..." Shan-leo was too shocked to continue. Do I have prosthetics as well?

His father smiled, forced him to close his eyes and gently sent him to sleep with his powerful mind.
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When he woke up again, Shan-leo was alone. He still ached, but the pain was numbed now. He sat on the bed, got to his feet and moved two steps, using the bed for support. His legs seemed fine. Wobbly, but fine.

He sat again and scratched his left arm. He saw he had no bruises. No broken bones either, or he'd be in plaster – maybe the tougher skin had held everything together.

Then he remembered his girlfriend, who wasn't as lucky as he was, but he didn't think he could get out of the room on his own. He was still weak and a little dazed.

The door slid open and Dadina came in, followed as usual by her robot. Chibi had a childish voice that lately grated very much on Shan-leo's nerves.

"Shan-leo, you're up!" Dadina rushed to hug him as the white robot stopped by the door to observe them. "Are you all right?"

"Yes, yes," he grumbled, glaring at the big robotic eyes that were staring at him and blinked with two clicks, registering the glare.

"Shan-leo hates me!" Chibi whined. Shan-leo rolled his eyes. Stupid robot. Dadina was an only child, like him, but he'd never build a robot to keep him company!

"No, he doesn't," Dadina told the little robot. "But he's a grownup now, and he doesn't want to play with you." She turned back to Shan-leo with a huff. "It's like having a child," she whispered. "I should have programmed it better."

"Girls like dolls and playing moms," he retorted. "You could have left it in your room."

"I was taking him to Markandeya for a check-up when you came in with the ambulance," she replied. "I wanted to see how you were before taking him home."

Shan-leo snorted.

"I'm fine, Dadina. Will you help me to go and see Izzy-lee?"

"She's not awake yet," Dadina said way too quickly. Shan-leo knew his foster sister didn't like his girlfriend, so he used his telepathy to read her unprotected mind.

Dadina was glad the stupid bitch hadn't recovered yet, and hoped she never would.

"Dadina," Shan-leo scolded. "Izzy-lee is my girlfriend. Get used to it."

Dadina glared at him and went to the door.

"Let's go, Chibi, Lord Shan-leo obviously doesn't want to see either of us!"

She left before Shan-leo could stop her, followed by her little robot. Shan-leo exhaled, staring at the white ceiling, feeling frustrated. When did things become so complicated between him and Dadina?

He lay back with a sigh. Not even a phone to call someone – anyone! A nurse, a doctor, a faka, whoever!

Father, am I forgotten? he sent through the mind link, frowning. He felt weak and abandoned and depressed and wanted to know what had happened to Izzy-lee.

Of course not. His father's mind was very close, but when the door slid open again, it wasn't him. Markandeya entered with a smile, followed by Tyro.

"How are you feeling, Shan-leo?" Markandeya asked.

"Tired and weak," he answered, still pouting. "And where is my father?"

"Ker-ris is not a doctor, is he?" Tyro said, amused. "We're here to assess the damage."

"Do you feel whole?" Markandeya added. "Or are you missing something?"

"I think I'm whole... am I not?" He stared puzzled at both men who exchanged an amused glance.

"Yes, Shan-leo," Tyro said. "And so is Izzy-lee."

"I thought... My father said she needed prosthetics!" he protested, too weak to read the two non-Sire minds. He could read Dadina like a book, but the two men's minds were more complicated, or maybe they had artificial shields – he couldn't tell at the moment.

"She did," Markandeya confirmed. "And that's why she's still unconscious. Her brain is getting used to it."

"But unless you tell her, she won't be aware," Tyro added with a smile.

The door opened again and Ker-ris slid between the two scientists to sit on his son's bed. He took Shan-leo's right hand and caressed it, sending love thoughts that surprised the boy.

"You'll be all right, Shan-leo," Ker-ris whispered, squeezing his son's hand.
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Eventually Shan-leo was strong enough to get out of bed and visit his girlfriend who had woken up but was still bedridden in the depths of the Vaurabi Labs. He noticed her pale skin had no bruises, which seemed strange for someone who didn't have his skin, but he could see only parts of her body – since it was covered by a nightgown – so maybe the worst was hidden. As it was, she seemed whole, as if the accident had never happened. The prosthetics, if she had them, were really invisible or so realistic nobody would notice them.

Both remembered the fear and the pain of the accident, though, so they swore it would never happen again. Neither knew who had killed the autopilot switch, causing the crash, but both knew they'd never try to have sex again – not in a moving flying car.

Izzy-lee tired quickly, so Shan-leo left the Vaurabi Labs and went back to his room in the upper floors of the palace.

The former Imperial palace was still the seat of the Sire government and what used to be the Imperial wing was reserved for members of the Council of Five or other aristocratic families who might need a place near the government rooms. Shan-leo preferred Mansion Shermac, but at the moment his friends were all at the capital, so he'd gone back to live in the apartment he'd shared with his parents when his grandfather was still alive.

When he thought back to the accident, he remembered the searing pain in his right arm, but now there was nothing. Plastic surgery worked miracles, but still...

He went out onto his balcony. It was a cold but sunny winter day on Marc'harid. He shivered as he stared at the garden and centuries-old trees in front of him, and rubbed his arms to keep warm. He only wanted a breath of fresh air after spending days in the windowless hospital-like room.

As he went back in, he realized he had goosebumps. But only on his left arm. As he closed the window, he noticed the flawless perfection of his right arm. The one his father had so lovingly stroked while telling him he'd be all right.

He sat in his armchair and started touching and moving his right arm. It felt right. He scratched the skin on the wrist – definitely synthetic skin now that he was more alert. Maybe just to hide a bruise? But he shouldn't have bruises... his skin didn't bruise!

He kept scratching, wondering about Tyro and Markandeya's amusement. They said he was whole, and he hadn't been able to read their minds for the truth. Still, the skin felt weird under his touch.

And then it came off. His nails cut it and a thin layer of flesh-colored material lifted like a piece of dead skin. Shan-leo peeled off a patch, incredulous. That shouldn't happen, unless... He stared wide-eyed at the skinless patch. Silicone and wires.

He started peeling off all the fake skin, in a frenzy of jumbled thoughts as he tried to assess the damage.

"Shan-leo, stop!"

His father rushed in without knocking, followed by Uncle Kol-ian. Shan-leo had already unveiled part of the artificial hand and the whole wrist – transparent covering over black circuits and nanotechnology.

Ker-ris grabbed both his wrists and kept them apart.

"Let me go!" Shan-leo screamed.

"Shan-leo, calm down!" Ker-ris insisted. "You'll ruin all the great work Markandeya and Tyro did on you!"

"Let me go!" Shan-leo struggled against his father who took him in his arms and held him tight so he couldn't keep peeling off the synthetic skin. "Why didn't you tell me?"

"You felt complete. The prosthetic is part of you. The myoelectric system is attached to your nerves and transmits sensations back to you. It's equipped with tactile sensors and it should be just like your original arm."

"You mean my arm was amputated? How much of it?"

"Close to the elbow. But you have bidirectional control of your artificial arm, so you have the natural flow of sensations and movement between limb and brain. Will you stop peeling off the skin now?"

"Are the sensors in the skin?"

"Uh... I don't think so..." Ker-ris exchanged a puzzled glance with Kol-ian.

"Then I don't want that fake skin!" Shan-leo screamed, struggling again to free himself from his father's embrace. "I grew up with cyborgs! I don't care if it shows that I have a bionic hand!"

"You might be used to cyborgs, but Izzy-lee isn't," Kol-ian warned.

"Well, if she can't take my fake hand, she might as well go to hell!" Shan-leo replied before bursting into sobs against his father's chest.

I know someone who will love your prosthetic, Kol-ian transmitted.

Kol-ian, Dadina is his sister! Ker-ris shared with both his son and his beloved. Don't even think about it!

I'm not the one obsessing over Shan-leo...

Shan-leo slowly calmed down.

I know Dadina has a crush on me, he told his elders, sniffling and drying his tears. He felt wet even on the half-skinned artificial hand. His surprise made his father smile.

"So, you really feel everything?" Ker-ris asked, hopeful.

"Yes." He sniffed. "Can I peel it all off now?"

Ker-ris sighed, but nodded. He even helped his son to uncover the bionic arm.

"We have the most advanced technology in the galaxy," Kol-ian said proudly as Shan-leo watched the prosthetic move.

"You think Maela could have a new hand like this?" Shan-leo asked, thinking about Dadina's mother who had been maimed in battle. Maela's left hand was hard metal, while his prosthetic was soft like a flesh-and-blood limb. The silicone gave the impression of flesh, the micro electromechanical systems were the bones. If he didn't look at it, Shan-leo would never know he had MEMS and nanotechnology wrapped in silicone attached to his right arm.

"The Sylvanian prosthetics are good, and hers lasted more than the usual four or five years, but since she still needs them to work, she was upgraded with war prosthetics, even if she's just palace security now," Ker-ris explained. "So don't think you can do anything fancy with yours. It's just a hand."

"Cosmetic or civilian prosthetic, got it," Shan-leo grumbled. "Fine. It looks good enough for me.  And like this," he opened and closed the artificial fingers, "I know I won't forget the accident. And neither will Izzy-lee."

2. THE AFTERMATH

"Chibi is just fine, but you gave it the brain of a five-year-old," Markandeya said. "You might want to upgrade it at some point."

"I will." Dadina shrugged. She sat in front of Markandeya in his office. Tyro had taken Chibi to the labs for a quick software check, so they were alone. "What about Shan-leo and Izzy-lee?"

"What about them?"

"Their prosthetics. How will they work?"

Markandeya grinned. "That's an upper level of cybernetics, Dadina. You seem to have decided where your studies will take you."

"I guess I always wanted to understand the field, since my mother is a cyborg. And now my brother too... We really thought the Sire were invulnerable, and now we have the first Sire cyborg!"

"Actually, he's not the first," Markandeya said. "But he's the first to show off his prosthetic. The Sire have been studying body enhancements for years."

"I thought the Emperor was mad at Kol-ian for disfiguring his body with his implanted wings!"

"Of course, the Imperial Family was already perfect and didn't need enhancements. But some of Seti-luc's supporters had artificial limbs, especially if they'd risked their lives for him."

"But why did he give C'ell'andy a horse body, then?"

"Because that explosion also ruined another Sire's body, so the Emperor gave the better prosthetic to him, and C'ell'andy – who was a mere non-Sire bodyguard – got the leftovers."

"Oh." Dadina was disappointed. "Did Tyro tell you that?"

"The Vaurabi database is unlocked, you could have learned about it too."

Dadina sighed. "So, who was the lucky Sire?"

"Izzy-lee's grandfather. The Emperor considered him a friend, even if he belonged to a lower Sire House, so he rewarded him with a complete artificial body. It lasted as long as Seti-luc and Lin-sun were alive."

Dadina gaped at him. "Complete artificial body? You mean like M'aera S'iva?"

"That's a bio-robot, AI in a biological body. No, the Sire brain was implanted in an artificial body, keeping all his capacities of mind-reading."

Dadina shook her head, incredulous. The Sire technology could really work miracles.

"So, like, Lin-sun could have been saved if you'd put her brain in an artificial body?" she asked, forgetting Markandeya was still on Ypsilanti, married to Kelikana, when the emperor had fallen.

"Yes." Tyro entered the room with Chibi, hearing the last question. "But none of us wanted Lin-sun or the Emperor to live, not even mind-controlled like Ker-ris had been."

"Wow." Dadina was impressed. "I'm glad Shan-leo lost only one arm..."
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"That's so cool!" Eli-dan Desinow exclaimed, touching Shan-leo's artificial arm. "You almost look like Maldak in Cybercop! Could you add weapons, you think?" His hazel eyes were full of hope, but Shan-leo shook his head, so his smile faded away. "Oh," he said, a little disappointed.

"I'd have it painted gold and silver so it would look like a real robotic arm," Kys-lee Gwenvale commented. "It would look meaner too." He raised his fist with a frown to show how tough and cool Shan-leo would look.

Both teens sat on Shan-leo's bed. He was very happy to see his best friends and hear their comments on his prosthetic. He too thought he looked like the hero of their favorite show – except, of course, that Maldak was an Ulba'wissian actor with dark skin.

"I've considered asking for a metal cover," he said. "This is too soft and not really a soldier's outfit."

"Yeah, you don't want to end up being the sidekick," Kys-lee commented, wrinkling his nose.

"No, I say he gets to play Cybercop in the next game!" Eli-dan exclaimed. "I'm sure that hand is stronger than your flesh-and-blood arm!"

"I'll have to develop a bicep to go with it." Shan-leo chuckled. "But yes, I could strangle someone single-handed even without upgrades."

"So, how did it happen?" Eli-dan asked.

"We probably touched the wrong button – we relied on autopilot too much." Shan-leo shrugged.

"When is Izzy-lee coming out of the labs?" Kys-lee asked. "And what does she look like?"

"As if nothing happened." Shan-leo scoffed. He had an uneasy feeling that his father hadn't told him everything, but he was afraid to ask. And he wouldn't let his friends know how unsettled and worried he was. "I think she's going home tomorrow."

"And when are you both coming back to school? When can we do another Cybercop game? Are you catching up with the lost episodes?" Eli-dan's curiosity was endless.

Shan-leo laughed and reassured his friends. He'd be up and running again soon.
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"I can't believe you peeled off all the synthetic skin," Izzy-lee said with a pout, glaring at Shan-leo's transparent bionic arm. "It looks so... ugly! It's not even a war maiming, what are you so proud of?"

She was back on her feet, perfect as before, and had stopped by his room before heading home. Shan-leo still didn't know which parts of her were prosthetics.

"It is a war maiming – of the war between the sexes," he replied, trying to kiss her while he held her in his arms.

"You're not funny, Shan-leo." She pushed him away. "We're the Sire! We're telepaths! We're the best Humanoids of the Galaxy! I mean, we used to run an empire, didn't we? Everybody adores us!"

"Which doesn't make us immortal, or invulnerable," he replied, frowning. "I have genetically reinforced skin and look at me!" He waved his artificial arm. "I'm a Vaurabi, even if I dropped my mother's surname. But did it help me during the accident? Obviously not."

He clenched his artificial fist, staring at the technology inside the silicone cover, feeling the strength of his hand as if it were his. The bionic arm was so advanced, he'd have forgotten the maiming if he hadn't peeled off the fake skin.

But Izzy-lee wasn't aware of the damages she'd suffered. It seemed she didn't even think about it – he had a prosthetic in spite of reinforced skin, and she had nothing. Maybe she was too self-absorbed to realize something was wrong with her too, or maybe she had accepted the cosmetic prosthetics that made her look untouched.

"And you could still be Emperor, you know," she said. "A lot of Sire miss your grandfather's powerful rule..."

"The Galactic Empire is gone, Izzy-lee!" he snapped.

"But you could bring it back." She leaned against him. "You'd find plenty of supporters... Although with that arm..." She shook her head.

"What about it? It shows I'm strong and it's not easy to hurt me," he retorted. "I can turn it into a war prosthetic if I want to!"

"Oh, Shan-leo, the Sire governed with their minds, not brute force!"

"And drugs, and mind-controlling devices." He snorted, shaking his head. She couldn't be serious. Why would anyone want the Vaurabi rule back? Then a thought struck him. "Are you dating me only because I'm the grandson of the last Sire emperor?" 

She smiled and batted her eyelids flirtatiously.

"You made me crash my flying car because you wanted a taste of the emperor's semen?" he continued, incredulous.

"Come on, Shan-leo, you've wanted a taste of me since you set eyes on me for the first time two years ago," she chided. "Why are you surprised I wanted to taste you?"

"You could have waited! We had a king-sized bed waiting for us at Mansion Shermac! And then what was next in your plans? Betrothal? Marriage?"

She shrugged. "Why not? In due time... Why are you so upset, Shan-leo? I'll have you even with the fake arm, you know. I just thought you should cover it, but if you don't want to..."

He couldn't believe he'd been so naive. Izzy-lee was the prettiest girl in his class, he'd had a crush on her for two years before she actually made the first move. He thought she liked him. But instead she wanted to be linked to the Shermac-Vaurabi blood!

Like his mother, who had chosen his father with her mind and not with her heart, Izzy-lee had decided to date him because of the Imperial Family's fame. Seven years hadn't been enough for the Sire to forget how powerful they'd been, and Izzy-lee's family had been a strong supporter of the Vaurabi, which had probably made Izzy-lee feel entitled to marry into the Imperial household, even if she didn't really care about Shan-leo. It was a matter of prestige and empowering her own family by linking herself to the House of Shermac.

And Shan-leo realized that his crush was just physical attraction – much like his father had realized his love was actually lust after eleven years of mind control – and Izzy-lee lost all power over him. No matter how much she tried to seduce him with cuddles and kisses and coquetries that would have made him fall at her feet before the accident, she couldn't.

He built a thick wall on his mind to protect himself from further harm. Now he could see her, in spite of her mind shields, and he didn't want her anymore. He took her home, but told her he'd call her – knowing he wouldn't.

He went back to the palace in a gloomy mood. Not a good time to break up with his girlfriend, but she had shown her true face, and he didn't like it. Might have been the accident, the prosthetic, whatever – his eyes were open now, and
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