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Terran Crescent, Earth

Lunar Spaceport Earthside Shuttle Concourse D

Christa kicked her leather-bound suitcase. "I hate waiting in lines."

"So do I." The blond young man across from her in the other security check line looked her way. His eyes glowed with the same soft blue as Earth's northern sky before the sun rose too high. "Huge waste of time."

"I'll say. And then if you're traveling back here from outside the Crescent...? Ugh! They treat you like you're diseased, or some horrible spy or terrorist."

"Try going to Ylyptya after being on Earth." He inched ahead, his robotic suitcase keeping pace beside him. "It takes two hours of waiting in medical quarantine while they process you. God forbid you should bring in a germ." He held up his hands. "Oh, sorry. I hope I didn't put you off if that's where you're headed."

"No, New Earth for business." Christa dragged her manual bag forward. "Are you vacationing?"

"On Ylyptya? Hardly." His smile showed a flash of perfect teeth. "No. It's home. I was on Earth for business."

"What do you do?"

"Tom Karellys." He offered her his hand. "Progress Rep for Humancopy. Ever heard of us?"

"No." Christa released his hand at once, and rubbed hers against her jacket. Who hadn't heard of them? Makers of the galaxy's most 'Human Perfect' androids. Too perfect, some said. You couldn't tell their plastiflesh from real flesh. Still, a rep for Humancopy? if she could get him talking... "What does Humancopy do?"

"We make andys." Tom draped his coat over his suitcase. "Androids. The Human Perfect type. And you?"

The line moved another two steps and ground to a halt. "I'm a travel agent. Name's Christa."

"Nice to meet you."

"So, Tom, what does a Progress Rep do?"

"I gauge how well the competition's andys are keeping up with ours." The line nudged forward a few steps. "My flight doesn't leave for hours. What about yours?"

"Same." With one foot, she nudged her bag to catch up with the line. She turned her shoulder to him and powered up the book she'd been reading, waiting to see if he'd pursue the conversation.

"I think they opened another lane." Tom stood on his toes and peered at the line of people ahead of him. "If we get through this checkpoint sometime this year, would you like to have dinner?" A brilliant flash of smile melted any resistance. "It'd be nice not to wait alone."

She put away her book. "Why not?"
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Having introduced themselves, the two had fallen naturally into conversation as they walked. Tom suggested they eat at AquaCulture, a water-themed restaurant overlooking the hydroponics section of the station. On the barren moon, a waterfall cascading down the windows lent a decadent feel. Synthetic jazz tinkled in the background, muted enough to allow conversation.

An android server rolled up to their table, his lapel sign flashing the soup of the day. Hot pink skin and green hair matched the color of the flowers in the wallpaper and his uniform. "May I take your cocktail order?"

Tom set down the menu. "Water for me, please."

"Live a little." Christa perused the list. "They have an excellent white wine."

"I don't drink." Tom gestured to Christa. "But feel free. I don't mind."

"I'll have an Ylyptyan Cassis." After the server rolled away, Christa caught Tom's curious look. "What?"

"An Ylyptyan Cassis?"

"It's the only thing from Ylyptya I know anything about."

"You're one up on me. I've never heard of them." He picked up a bottle of red sauce, squinted at the label, and put it down, then picked up a green bottle. He set that down, slid the red bottle into the green bottle's place — and then switched them back. After a moment, he lined up all the condiment bottles, peered at them, and then began reordering them.

"Tom, what are you doing?"

"Sorry." He yanked his hands back and put them on his lap. "Bad habit. I was trying to decide if I should line them up by color or size, or if the name of the product should be—" He shook his head. "Never mind. Order is a flaw, but I will overcome it."

Raising one eyebrow, Christa took in the neat row of bottles. "Order is a flaw?"

"Perfection is godlike. No real person is perfect. No real person is a slave to order. I embrace chaos."

A feeling of unease shivered up Christa's neck. "An interesting mantra for someone who makes andys."

"I don't make them. I only check up on them."

"Still, embracing chaos is a radical departure for the andy business, isn't it?"

"The core values of Humancopy say we embrace chaos and reward innovation. Innovation requires change. Humans are the epitome of change, are they not? To make Human Perfect androids, one must think like a human."

That shiver launched into a full out shudder, and Christa rubbed her arms, warming herself.

Tom opened his napkin and placed it on his lap. "So, what's in your drink?"

"Vermouth. The Ylyptyan version is sweeter than the Terran. I'm addicted, I think."

"If you like sweet, you should try Ylyptyan chocolate."

"I prefer dark."

Neither spoke for a moment.

"Do..." he began, as she spoke.

"You first," they said in unison and both apologized. He out-waited her.

"How often do you come to Earth, Tom?"

"This is my first trip. I've enjoyed it. How about you?" He looked up as a black and white checker-faced andy brought their drinks. "Thanks."

The android's forehead flashed "You're welcome," before he rolled away.

Christa sipped her drink. "You don't have to thank andys, you know. Or is it 'professional courtesy' on the part of one andy to the other?"

His mouth puckered in a boyish smirk. "Testing them for response. They're made by our competition, Innersoul. Humancopy makes andys with human appearance. Sorry. I won't do it again. You were about to tell me whether this was your first trip to Earth."

"I'm here often. Last year, my company sent me to seventeen conventions in Terra City alone. I research trips and assign ratings."

"Maybe Humancopy could relieve you of some of that waiting you dislike so much. Our andys are perfect for research."

Smoothing the napkin onto her lap, she scoffed. "Thank you, but andys are incapable of the level of judgment a company like mine requires. Our clients have discerning tastes."

"Judgment is a matter of making choices based on requirements and a bank of options. Our andys do that well. In tests, 94.82% of participants couldn't tell Humancopy from human." He leaned back as the server brought their food. When the server left, Tom bowed his head in what Christa assumed to be prayer.

"Tom, may I ask you a question?" She played with the stem of her glass, avoiding his direct gaze.

He sat back and folded his hands. "By all means."

"Can andys pray?"

"Maybe the question is better asked, 'should they?' A monastery on New Terra ordered two andys from us to research texts. We made them appear to be monks."

"But they can't pray, can they?"

"They fold their hands, bow their heads, and chant along with the other monks. The leadership there wanted them to look like everyone else."

"But to pray? That's sacrilege, isn't it?"

"We don't know if they're praying. They're moving their mouths and saying the words. Does that constitute prayer? Ask the person next to you in church." He dug his fork into his food and paused. "I can't say. I'm not the one they're praying to."

"But andys don't have souls."

"Can't be proven. Unless you're one, of course."

"Ugh, no!" Christa picked at her food, while he ate everything and devoured the rolls. Perhaps he didn't travel much. To Christa, everything had that plastic stored-in-a-starport taste, but Tom seemed to relish every bite.

After dinner, Christa pushed away her plate. "So, are you?"

Tom blinked, brows furrowed. "Am I what?"

"Are you an android?"

He gave her a perfect, dazzling smile. "Can't you tell?"

"No." She folded her napkin. "If all your company's andys are as good as you are, it's no wonder people can't tell them from humans."

"Did I say I was an andy?"

Squinting at him, she chewed her lower lip. "You're a tease."

He laughed his too-perfect laugh.
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Chapter Two
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Outside the lunar station, night reigned eternal, star glitter mingling with the lights of ships as they entered and exited the port. A freighter spit out cargo; a superliner disembarked passengers. Closer in, a stream of green and amber lights marked the hustle of local shuttles.

"Pretty, isn't it?" Christa pressed her fingers against the observation window. Its clear-glass quality made the scene resemble a painting. "I like looking out this type of glass better than I did that thick stuff they used to use."

"It's phyren. Named after its inventor. He's from Ylyptya, too, by the way, and an android."

"You have a knack for bringing every subject back to andys."

"Sorry." He leaned against the phyren window. "Born with it, I guess."

"Were you?"

"Was I what?"

"Born."

"Born!" With a grin, he offered his wrists. "Check me for a pulse."

"Some androids have them. The Innersoul ones certainly do."

"Do they?" He cocked his head. "Our competitor is making strides. I'll have to tell my boss."

"Your master, you mean."

"Master is too old-fashioned a title. At Humancopy, we prefer sir and ma'am. Do you have a problem with andys?"

Christa crossed her arms. "It's not easy to trust when you don't know if you're talking to a man or a machine. It makes me nervous."

"I thought humans had outlived that ridiculous Frankenstein Syndrome. The monster turning on its master and all that."

"Humans?"

Dismay flashed in his eyes. "Christa, I—"

"Aha! You are one, aren't
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