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This book is dedicated to the memory
of

Chris W.

You warmed my heart and became my
muse.

Our love will always be the fire
keeping my heart warm.

Now you are a star in the night sky
inspiring me.


CHAPTER 1

The lift-pod doors opened
to a large lobby half a dozen sectors below Conner’s destination on
the city-station, Socrates’
Odyssey, which orbited Jupiter. The last
person he expected stepped into the pod, turned to the others
wanting to get on, and only held up a hand. As the lift-pod doors
closed out the strangers and continued its journey, Conner glanced
over the twenty-something-looking man beside him with a quizzical
stare. Unlike what Conner usually saw Sam wearing, which were
ripped pants and shirt designed to expose a very fit body, he
currently wore a black business suit of the latest style. The stiff
vertical collar with a flat emblem of the city’s logo, which was a
stylized scroll wrapped with a loose ribbon, flanked both sides of
the narrow opening at the front of the neck. A pale cream shirt
hugged the body while a loose jacket fell just short of the man’s
narrow waist. Sam’s usually messy tangle of blond hair had been
wrangled into a very proper business style.

“Looking quite sexy there,
boss,” Sam said with a wide smile verging on a leer. “I’d offer to
kiss you but based on what I could decipher from Delilah’s
exhaustion-fueled ramble, this morning’s meeting with Fleet is
quite serious. Socrates gave me a bit more info, but still remained
rather tight-lipped. You’d think he didn’t like me anymore, based
on how mute he got when I asked.”

“First, you don’t work for
me. Second, I didn’t know the city’s controlling-artificial even
spoke to anyone anymore,” Conner said, running a hand over his own
black hair. Nothing stuck up, but his nerves whispered he’d left
something out of place. Tugging on his own suit jacket, about a
decade out of style and far tighter than he’d like, Conner stared
at the lift pod doors. “Third, if you’re here in Delilah’s stead,
then you’ll need to know what’s up.”

“Hoping to distract the old
codgers with Delilah’s overinflated nano-modded body?” Snickering,
Sam nudged Conner’s arm with an elbow. “You sly dog.”

“My company has a contract
with the Sol-Humana Confederation Stellar Fleet to develop a
prototype artificial intelligence droid for use on all ships as an
emergency communications officer,” Conner said, ignoring Sam’s
comments. “My contact within Fleet indicated this is not a review
meeting to go over refinements on the droid, but rather a hearing
on whether to cancel the contract. Officially, I’ve not heard
anything other than to be at Fleet’s Jovian Command for a meeting.
I’ve put eight years of my life into this project, kept it secret
from my employer before I started my own company six years ago and
finalized this contract. Everything I own and am has been sunk into
this project. They cancel it and I’m back to where winning the
Battle of Horus got me fifteen years ago, drowning at the bottom of
a deep well, but this time with no one to save me.”

Sam’s smile vanished. “Understood.
Just so you know, I’m far older than I look and have extensive tech
experience. In fact, AI and tech development have been my life for
longer than you could imagine.”

“Are you saying that
stripping down at The Rusty Bucket is just a hobby?” Conner smiled
as he finally looked Sam in the eyes. He regretted it almost
immediately as the impish face grinned back at him from Sam’s
slightly shorter than six-foot height.

“I do that to get your
attention, my sexy techie,” Sam whispered, pressing himself against
Conner’s body while wrapping his arms around Conner’s
neck.

A disgusted groan from Conner’s left
sleeve sliced through Conner’s quickly growing arousal at the man’s
affection. Sam jumped back in surprise before laughing raucously.
Conner lifted his left arm and snarled, “What is it,
Magnus?”

“Not to be the cold, wet
blanket on your fun in this love pod for two, Daddy,” a deep male
voice said full of derision, especially with the last word, “but
you wanted your Maggie to remind you this morning’s meeting is
scheduled to begin in thirty minutes in the Blue Room on Level F02.
I hear that your, well, distraction is being quite distracting.
Don’t forget about how this meeting may decide someone’s
fate.”

“Thank you, Maggie,” Conner
snapped before slapping his sleeve to sever the connection to his
AI son and assistant. “End.”

“Maggie doesn’t like me,
does he?” Giggling, Sam straightened his jacket a bit before
leaning against the pod’s wall across from Conner. “So, we’ve got
another minute or so before we arrive. Just to keep you from being
shocked in front of Fleet, my full name is Samuel Maxwell Youngs.
Yes, the same Youngs as in the company, Youngs Galactech, which is
now Tandon Universal. This body, should Fleet’s security sensors go
off, is an ancient tech called orga-tech.”

“Orga-tech!” Conner tensed
even more at the familiar name. “That tech has been lost for more
than a thousand years.”

“And that leads to my next
statement,” Sam said with a wistful sigh. “I’m far older than any
human because of that now lost technology. When it finally fails, I
either die or become an artificial equivalent. Depends on my
great-grandfather and his siblings. Always has.”

Conner looked down at the floor. He
recognized the name Sam used. Anyone who studied human history knew
the name of Samuel Maxwell Youngs. It had been passed down in the
Youngs family for generations, or so official histories said. “Are
you claiming to be the original Sam Youngs? Or his descendant? And
either way, why did you let the company get taken from
you?”

Sam smiled sadly. Pushing off the
wall, Sam faced the lift-pod’s door before answering. “Yes, I’m the
original and not a descendant. A family tragedy led to me losing
the desire to run a multi-stellar megacorporation. My past will
hopefully not come up in today’s meeting, Conrad Conner, but if it
does, I don’t want you to be caught unawares. Great-grandfather
felt it prudent.”

The lift-pod’s door opened before
Conner could speak. Beyond that door lay the wide-open lobby of the
Sol-Humana Confederation’s Stellar Fleet Jovian District Command
Headquarters. Floating in the center of the lobby, at nearly ten
feet across, was the Fleet logo of four stars orbiting each other
while contrails of three ships slowly encircled the stars. A
counter wrapped around the logo where half a dozen men and women
sat answering questions or directing people. Each of those men and
women wore Fleet’s blue with green shoulders uniform, as well as
vertical silver bars denoting them as lieutenants.

Conner walked up to the nearest open
person with Sam hanging just behind him. “Conrad Conner and
associate with The C5 Group for a project meeting.”

A faint chime sounded from behind the
counter as the ethereal image of a young black man in an ensign’s
uniform appeared beside Conner. “If you’ll follow me, Mr. Conner
and associate.”

Conner and Sam followed the artificial
intelligence’s holographic image. He recognized a representation of
the Fleet Central Observation and Preservation System, or FCOPS,
artificial. That system originated during the early years of
humanity moving into space cities over two millennia ago. The
FCOPS, he knew from personal experience, was an extension of an
even older and more powerful AI, though most people, including many
in Fleet command, didn’t know this fact. Through a security
checkpoint and down a long, twisting corridor, they finally stopped
at a closed blue door with a faint square near the
center.

“Knock’em dead, dear
friend,” the hologram whispered while momentarily flickering to
become a sixty-year-old man with a few streaks of gray in the
close-cut hair and stockier body.

The hologram reverted to the young
ensign before vanishing. Shaken, Conner silently cursed whoever
invented the first self-sustaining artificial intelligence back at
the beginning of time. Resisting the urge to use the artificial’s
real name, Conner tugged on his sleeves before reaching his hand
out toward the faint square at the center of the door. He splayed
his fingers out wide and held his hand an inch or so from the
glowing square.

“The C5 Group is here
concerning Project Beta Four Zero One Nine Nine Peter Alpha Two
Three,” Conner said in a flat voice. “Requesting entry for
two.”

“Identity and project
confirmed,” a woman said, her voice coming from all around.
“Admittance allowed. Welcome, Lieutenant First-Class
Conner.”

“Always good to hear your
beautiful voice, Vickie,” Conner said with a slight smile as he
glanced up at the ceiling. “How are the kids?”

“Gods of the stars, they
are wearing me out, Conner,” Vickie said with an exasperated sigh.
“Can’t tell you more, but I wish you were still around. Constant
Conner, they called you.”

“If you say, ‘The good old
days,’ Vickie,” Conner said, chuckling as he waited for the door to
open, “I will hook you back up to the basic barracks.”

Vickie snorted out in laughter before
regaining control. “Promises, promises, you old lech. They’re ready
for you. Knock some sense back into them for me.”

Conner sobered up at Vickie’s last
comment. She had rarely spoken more than a few words to him since
he left Fleet Academy nearly two decades ago. Admiral Victoria, or
Vickie, had always been pleasant with him, but also neutral.
Something was up and he didn’t like the warnings he was getting.
Sam shot him a confused look, but the door vanished before either
of them could speak. What worried Conner most, though, was that
certain artificials, who had a reputation of rarely speaking to
humans, were being overly friendly toward him.

With his mind spinning away at
possible reasons, Conner led the way into a small room with a long
desk on their right and five empty chairs behind it. In the far
corner behind the desk was another door, also blue. To their left
were two eight-foot-long tables with three chairs behind each table
so they faced the long desk. About fifteen feet separated the desk
and tables. In that space sat a small platform with a rod about
three inches in diameter and roughly four feet long laying on it.
Short lengths of iridescent tape could be seen in haphazard places
along the length of the rod. Over the nearest desk’s front edge
floated the logo of Conner’s company, five ‘Cs interlocked in a
pattern reminiscent of a carbon atom.

Conner’s fists clenched as he shook
with rage. He couldn’t believe what he saw lying dark and unmoving
on that platform. That Fleet could do something to his child, his
creation, shook him to his core. Whoever had raped his daughter, by
opening her body and breaking those seals, may as well have gutted
him. His heart might as well be lying on that platform, a knife
piercing it.

“To our places, boss,” Sam
whispered, grabbing Conner’s arm and pulling him to a
chair.

To try and get control of the rage
which burned inside and the grief filling his eyes with unshed
tears, Conner tried to recall all the major points of his contract
with Fleet as they waited. He ignored the holographic Fleet logo on
the wall behind the long desk across the way or the much smaller
Fleet Tech Division logo floating over the other desk beside them.
Instead, he lifted his left sleeve close to his mouth.

“Magnus,” Conner whispered
just loud enough he faintly heard himself, “feed contract goals to
me. Then pull up and ready the certified records of Betty’s seals.
As need be, link with FCOPS and the Variegation and Integration
Command, or VIC System, to display upon my command. Record this
hearing and get an official copy for our records upon the hearing’s
completion.”

“Is it lawyer time yet?”
Maggie whispered with very uncharacteristic seriousness. “Or do I
need to call in the boys?”

Conner couldn’t decide just how to
take Maggie’s reference. He hated to think all artificials watched
ancient entertainment vids. Those pre-holographic videos were
pretty unwatchable by today’s standards. “Only if the First Admiral
walks into the room. Otherwise, I’ll let you know.”

A moment later, Conner’s sleeve
displayed a copy of his contract with Fleet. He read through the
stated goals softly so Sam could hear until the blue door to the
corridor opened. Three people in Fleet uniforms entered, two wore a
lieutenant’s silver bars on their collars while the third wore an
ensign’s single brass bar. The lieutenant second-class, who wore
one silver bar, was an Asian woman in her mid to late twenties and
the other two were Caucasian men, with the older man having a pair
of silver bars and looking to be in his early thirties, while the
ensign looked fresh from the academy. The lieutenants had the lean
tallness most common in humans who grew up on Humana IV while the
ensign looked liked a fellow Venusian. Just as the trio took their
seats, the door behind the long desk opened. Three Fleet officers
wearing the crescent moon and star pins denoting them as admirals
walked in and sat down. One of them had been the captain of the
ship Conner was assigned to during most of his own tour in Fleet.
Now an admiral, his former captain had six pins on his collar,
denoting him as a Fleet Admiral, while the other two admirals only
had five pins each. Conner found it curious all three were men.
He’d heard there were more women than men as admirals right
now.

Conner and Sam rose, along with the
newcomers at the adjacent table, as the three admirals took their
seats. The senior admiral spoke. “I’m Nigel Nokata, Admiral of
Fleet’s Jovian District of the Sol System. Admirals Choktra on my
right, Harrison on my left, and myself will be conducting this
hearing on the progress of Project Beta Four Zero One Nine Nine
Peter Alpha Two Three, which is intended to create a new artificial
intelligence-driven prototype android, with a version birthed for
use on all Fleet ships as a surrogate communications officer during
times of battle or human incapacity. Mr. Conner, you and your
associate are here to defend your work. However, I will ask the
Fleet team assigned to review the project and the prototypical
droid up to this point to give us their review. You may all
sit.”

Sam stayed standing as everyone else
sat. When Admiral Nokata arched an eyebrow at Sam, the young man
spoke. “The C5 Group was not made aware nor given access to any
review documents in order to be able to respond during this
hearing. Not providing such documentation a week prior to any
hearing concerning an artificial intelligence at any stage of
development is an egregious violation of the AI Accords of twenty
ninety-seven. When did the Sol-Humana Confederation Stellar Fleet
get permission to ignore and subvert a nearly thousand-year-old
accord governing natural and artificial life within the known and
occupied universe? An accord accepted by and considered to embody
the fundamental rights of artificial and natural life
alike?”

Admiral Nokata looked to the Fleet
officers at the other table, where the two lieutenants glared at
the ensign. “Lieutenants?”

The first lieutenant shot to his feet
stiff backed, curtly nodding at the admirals. “Sirs! Our summary
and supporting documents were sent, but acceptance was
refused.”

Admiral Nokata just looked at the
officer half his age with no visible reaction. That look brought
back a flood of memories to Conner, who studiously ignored all of
them. When neither of the other admirals spoke, the lieutenant
tapped his left sleeve. “Access project records and display
transmittal for this hearing.”

A three-foot-tall image of a
transmittal record appeared between the admirals’ desk and the
tables. On the transmittal was a blurred image of the C5 Group
logo. Just clear enough to read was the name ‘Conrad C.’ It made
Conner snort with disgusted humor.

“Mr. Conner, you find this
funny?” Admiral Harrison shifted his stern gaze to Conner. Admiral
Nokata, though, let one end of his lips to ever so slightly twitch
upwards.

Conner stood, knowing the procedure in
Fleet hearings far too well. “With respect to the creator of this
plainly obvious forgery, my eleven-year-old nephew could have done
better.”

Not waiting for a response, Conner
continued. “That’s not our received stamp and it would never be my
name as the one who received any transmitted documents. Admiral
Victoria, please access FCOPS project records on Earth and display
the last official transmittal received and stamped by The C5 Group.
Compare and contrast the received stamps on that transmittal to the
one displayed.”

“Authorization needed for
access to FCOPS record storage,” Vickie said with just a hint of
humor in her voice.

Before Conner could reply, the first
lieutenant, who still stood, snapped, “There is no need to bother
the Admiralty with this request, Admiral.”

“Who needs to bother the
Admiralty, Lieutenant?” Conner didn’t shift his gaze from the
admirals as he spoke. “I’m quite capable of using my own
authorization for this request. After all, it is only
informational. Vickie, authorization is Conner, Lieutenant
First-Class, former Commander of FCOPS Maintenance Corps, currently
Reserve Administrator of System Data Cohesion Review.”

Conner then thought and spoke his old
Fleet authorization without actually making any sound or moving his
lips. It was an old trick used to keep it secret. The sensors built
into the city-station and ships themselves were able to read even
the slightest motions made by the human body.

“Authorization accepted,”
Vickie said, the image floating before them blurring
momentarily.

When the image cleared, the
transmittal which had been there was now blue while a new one was
superimposed in green and clearly designed around the word
“RECEIVED”. The C5 Group’s stamp on the blue transmittal was
covered with bold red letters flashing, “FORGERY!”

“As you can see, the name
of acceptance should be Magnus,” Conner said in a calm voice even
as he raged internally. “Now, can we get to the reason the
certified seals placed on our prototype’s body were broken, why
there are obvious scars of forced opening on her housing, and why
she has been completely powered down without notification to
myself, her officially recognized parent?”

Conner looked from the admirals to
those at the table beside him for the first time. The lieutenant
standing shook slightly as the ensign’s scared face faintly smiled.
Only the woman appeared calm and unconcerned. She then stood and
placed a hand on her senior’s left arm.

“I’ll handle this, Chris,”
the woman said softly while a smile spread across her
face.

“I don’t think so,
Lieutenant Second-Class Wu,” Admiral Nokata said sharply. “Sit down
and remain silent until called on to speak. Now, please answer Mr.
Conner’s questions, Lieutenant First-Class Herrods.”

“The seals were already
broken and the prototype in a powered down mode when we received it
from the defendants,” Lt. Herrods said, his voice shaky. “When we
tried to power the object up, it would spark and snarl obscenities
at us. We cannot recommend this project be—”

“Untrue,” Conner said
tapping his sleeve. “Magnus, please feed video of placement and
certification of prototype’s seals and summary to Vickie for review
by the admirals.”

The image between the desk and tables
changed from the transmittal to that of a rotating holographic
image of the city-station’s logo, which is a scroll with a ribbon
wrapping it. As they watched, the ribbon untied itself and the
scroll opened to show the words “Certification of Sealing.” The
words and scroll then blurred into a pair of dark-skinned hands,
obviously not Conner’s hands, placing three long seals around the
rod now laying on the platform before them. The voice of the
city-station’s controlling artificial, Socrates, could be heard
saying, “Seals placed upon and certified by Fleet-approved third
party. This video record will be sent to both parties as proof and
record of placement of seals upon the body of a prototypical
artificial intelligence, named Betty, in accordance with the rules
and regulations set forth in the Accords of Rights for Natural and
Artificial Life of twenty ninety-seven, commonly referred to as The
AI Accords.”

“Now, I want to know who
raped this hopefully unconscious artificial,” Conner yelled,
venting his anger. “She has worked hard to gain the certification
required of Fleet, with her full adulthood contingent upon final
review by Fleet. Instead of Fleet acting in good faith, my still
underage daughter gets raped, mutilated, and possibly murdered by
those who claimed to have her best interests in mind? I want to
know who ordered this gross incompetence!”


CHAPTER 2

“Good morning, you’ve
reached the C5 Group. This is Magnus speaking, how can I assist you
today?” Even as he answered the call with audio only, Magnus sorted
the incoming mail while occasionally checking with his primary
matrix on his father’s journey up to Sector Eight. Fleet’s Jovian
Command completely occupied every one of the sector’s fifty-four
levels. Things were not off to a smooth start, what with that
suspicious Sam showing up instead of Delilah. Not that he liked
either of them, but something about Sam just struck him as
odd.

“Good morning, Maggie,” a
cheerful familiar voice said, an image request flashing at Magnus.
“How’s my favorite nephiece?”

“Stars of Andromeda, Aunt
Emily,” Magnus groaned, altering his image to become the female
version of himself named Maggie. Maggie generally looked right
around eighteen and usually wore her favorite sundress, which had
yellow dots of various sizes on a white background with yellow
scalloped trim around the square cut neckline. “That is not a word.
Also, I’m genderfluid, not a hermaphrodite.”

“You are both and neither,
one alone and two at once,” Emily said, smiling. Conner’s little
sister, who was in her mid-thirties, had brown hair curled in large
waves around her face, but never quite touched her shoulders. A
soft face, rounded cheeks, and a furrowed brow couldn’t hide her
worry despite a warm smile. “Besides, if you got a physical body, I
know you can get one now that is both genders at once. Wouldn’t
that be something you’d like?”

“Is it nighttime back on
Earth?” Maggie smiled, finding it suspicious his aunt would be
calling him so early in the morning. “You seem rather oddly
preoccupied with what my body would be, as if I’d ever get the
chance to actually have a body.”

Emily laughed before answering. “It is
night and I’m alone in my studio with everyone else in bed asleep.
Speaking of sleeping children, have you told your father about your
little bundle of data bytes?”

“Not yet,” Maggie said with
a fearful smile. “He’s been so stressed out with Betty and Fleet
that I can’t bring myself to add little Alex to the list. You won’t
tell him?”

“I promised I wouldn’t,
Maggie.” Emily smiled warmly, reaching out to lightly touch
Maggie’s cheek. “However, the longer you take to tell him, the
worse his reaction.”

“I know,” Maggie said,
sighing sadly. “Surely you didn’t call about me and my little
boy.”

“No, I didn’t.” Emily
glanced about, suddenly looking very nervous or maybe scared. “I
need to talk to your father right away. Even if he’s already
asleep. And no, it’s not about you or Alex.”

“Actually, it’s early
morning here and Daddy is already up and on his way,” Maggie said
while requesting a status update from his primary matrix concerning
Conner, “no, he’s already in a meeting with Fleet personnel about
Betty. I think today is supposed to be the final review before my
little sis gets permission to take her adult artificial
exam.”

“That’s great,” Emily
exclaimed, jumping to her feet and momentarily flashing Maggie as
her robe fell open. “Oh jeez, Maggie. So sorry. Didn’t mean to show
the girls off to you.”

“That’s okay, Auntie Em.”
Maggie blushed, having picked up that small town rural Venusian
hang-up on seeing family naked. To distract himself, Magnus’s child
routine reconnected with his core, only to get overwhelmed by
emotions. Grief and anger being the chief emotions as a video
played of the ensign breaking into Betty’s control rod. Tears ran
down his cheeks as he muttered, “Why? Why did they do
it?”

“What’s wrong, Maggie?”
Emily leaned in close with her brow wrinkling even deeper with
worry. She reached out to him. “Talk to me.”

“They killed her.” Maggie
sobbed, memories of teasing the newly born personality matrix
coming to the surface. Coddling her and helping her find things on
the Interstellar Information System, or just the System, all came
rushing back. “I promised her nothing would happen and now she’s
dead. I’m a horrible big sibling.”

“Betty? She’s dead?” Emily
dropped back into her chair. “How? You said she was a prototype
artificial.”

“Her seals are broken and
none of her lights are flashing,” Maggie said, severing her
connection with their primary core. “If she was just in a low power
mode because none of the city power nodes were accessible, she’d
have at least one red flashing light. Her spinal rod is completely
black. Daddy’s yelling. This is my fault. I convinced her to go
because Fleet wanted her. That’s why she was born.”

“She’s not dead,” Emily
said soothingly. “If your father can’t die, I seriously doubt his
genius with tech will allow anything he touches to die either. I
doubt her getting shot by that star carrier Conner served on while
in Fleet would kill her. Look at how he won the Battle of Horus.
Using tech to its fullest against superior numbers. So you stay
confident and remember your father loves you and your sister no
matter what. That’s what we parents do, Maggie. Love our babies no
matter what.”

~ * ~

“That’s a very serious
charge, Mr. Conner,” Admiral Nokata said while leaning forward in
his chair.

“I can list the components
by brand which should be making up her body and compare it to what
is actually inside the body laid out before us, Admiral,” Conner
said snarling. He leaned on the table in order to keep from
screaming obscenities at everyone in the room again.

Sam gripped Conner’s left arm while he
spoke. “Admirals, to put what Mr. Conner has said into technical
legal jargon, The C5 Group invokes all pertinent articles of the AI
Accords of twenty ninety-seven, but most especially Articles Four,
Twelve, Nineteen, and Twenty-Eight. Per those specific articles,
the parental entity of the underage artificial who has been
attacked, mutilated, and or killed can, upon their discretion,
invoke the designated Arbiters for the system in which the crime
has taken place. To verify the location of the crime, The C5 Group
calls upon the FCOPS and VIC systems to state where the subject AI
has been taken while in Fleet custody.”

“That’s enough, kid,”
Admiral Harrison with a slap of an open palm on the desk. “Let’s
get this hearing back on course. We’ve not got all day for your
games.”

“Authorization accepted,
Mr. Youngs,” Vickie said without warning. “Interfacing with city AI
now. Please wait a moment while I access FCOPS records for
verification of locations where the prototype designated as ‘Betty’
was taken.”

“Cancel request,” Admiral
Choktra shouted.

“Overridden,” Admiral
Nokata said while staring at Sam. “Mr. Conner, I don’t believe you
introduced your associate.”

Conner glared at the admirals as he
sat down. “This is Sam Youngs. He freelances with our company and
has been quite helpful with this project recently.”

“And just how does someone
so youthful looking, Mr. Youngs,” Admiral Nokata said with steepled
fingers, “come by a Fleet authorization code?”

“That requires a clearance
code possibly above your pay grade, Admiral.” Sam shot the admiral
the same mischievous grin Conner remembered from the lift-pod. “And
definitely above the pay grades of those at the table beside us.
Suffice it to say, if it wasn’t valid, it wouldn’t have worked.
Right?”

“Do you have a middle
initial, Mr. Youngs?” Admiral Nokata actually cracked a smile. “We
are allowed that much, aren’t we?”

Sam nodded as he said, “M,
Admirals.”

Nokata’s eyes widened for a moment. It
was a quick reaction before the older man’s face returned to its
bland, almost bored expression. Suddenly, a middle-aged woman, with
faintly brown skin, dark brown hair pulled back in a bun, and
wearing a Fleet uniform with five admiral pins on her collar,
appeared before Conner’s table beside the platform where Betty’s
control rod, or spine, lay. She nodded at the admirals before
turning to address everyone else. That’s when her name could be
read on her uniform, “Victoria.”

“The prototype was taken
from Fleet’s Jovian Command Headquarters here on
Socrates’ Odyssey,”
Vickie said, now in a very formal tone with stiff demeanor, “to
Fleet’s Technical Center out in the Kuiper Belt. During this
transit, the underage artificial’s seals were broken.”

Images of the prototype appeared on
either side of the AI. One side showed the seals intact while the
other showed the seals torn. Vickie continued. “FCOPS is currently
conducting a search of orders and video surveillance to identify
the chain of command and from whom the order to violate an
established AI was given. With this information, jurisdiction falls
within the Sol System.”

A second figure appeared in the room,
but on the opposite end of the platform from Vickie. It was a black
man with eastern Mediterranean heritage who looked to be in his
mid-fifties. Wearing the long robes common about a thousand years
ago, he looked about the room in irritation before stopping at the
rod laying on the platform. Tears welled up in his eyes, but none
escaped.

“I am Socrates, the
controlling artificial for this city-station,” the man said facing
the admirals. “The arbiters for the Sol System are being contacted
as I speak. A summary of what has been discussed here is being
provided along with a copy of what has been said and presented so
far. Please remember the decisions of the Arbiters are final and
cannot be appealed. No recourse nor refusal of their presence is
any longer possible.”

Vickie nodded to Socrates and then the
admirals before vanishing. Conner wondered just who these arbiters
would be. He’d never been involved in a dispute of this magnitude
involving an artificial. In fact, he wasn’t sure he could remember
hearing about the AI Accords’ Arbiters being invoked in the last
four hundred years anywhere. Each settled system had designated
arbiters, usually artificials who had been alive or established
during the millennia long Human-Hive Wars. For the Sol System, that
could be any of about ten AIs. What he couldn’t recall was if it
was always the same artificials or if the duties rotated among
those qualified. Artificials who were born or created before the
Human-Hive Wars tended to be very neutral in regard to both humans
and other artificials by the very nature of their long, almost
god-like lives.

Conner’s musings were interrupted as
two new figures appeared. He immediately recognized both, and
internally groaned. One was a tall, stocky black man with the deep,
ebony skin tones seen in ancient vids of those who came from the
heart of the African continent. His hair only had a few wisps of
gray while his overall appearance gave the impression of someone in
their early sixties. He wore long robes similar to those seen in
images of ancient Greeks. The other person was a tall,
regal-looking woman still in the prime of her life. Also dressed as
an ancient Greek, she looked the part with her rich, olive-brown
complexion. Just visible in her flowing curly black hair was a
laurel branch crown. She epitomized human female beauty.

“Arbiters for this cycle
are Earth’s Planetary Guardian Artificial, known as ConRad, and
Venus’s Planetary Guardian Artificial, known as Aphrodite,”
Socrates said, looking at the newcomers. “Have the Arbiters
reviewed the evidence of the claim?”

“Yes,” both newcomers
said.

“The parties involved are
to remember that per the Accords, you are not protected by the
rules of the Fleet nor any stellar government,” Socrates said with
a stern look at those behind both tables followed by the admirals.
“All stellar governments in existence at the time and those that
have formed since have encoded the Accords within their laws. The
decision of the Arbiters is final and there is no appealing their
decision. With that said, I turn things over to the Arbiters to
render their decision.”

Aphrodite nodded to Socrates before
turning her gaze to first the table with the lieutenants. “It has
been decided that I will do the speaking for the both of us. For
the record, while members of both parties were born on Venus, I
have had no direct contact with any of them for the duration of
their lives so far. That said, we wish to know why the young
ensign’s objections on the shuttle to Fleet’s Technical Center were
merely ‘Duly noted’ and then ignored? I am talking to the two
lieutenants here. The security recordings from the shuttle show you
both acknowledged the ensign’s concerns and objections separately,
but never actually entered them into the official project logs. By
taking, or not taking, these actions, you both have shown
complicity in the attack upon the child artificial beside us. Do
either of you have a statement on the matter?”

The female lieutenant glared at
Aphrodite, her nose twitching as though she struggled to keep from
snarling. “We were merely following orders.”

“Ah, that tired old
excuse,” Aphrodite said with a knowing smile. “Per law and ancient
military custom, that word combination does not excuse you from
committing atrocities, including the rape and mutilation you
ordered an ensign to do under the direct threat of death by being
tossed out of the shuttle. Would you like to view the footage? It’s
quite disgusting.”

A half life-size recording played of
the trio on a shuttle. One of the lieutenants piloted the shuttle
while the other one lambasted the ensign about not working hard or
fast enough. It played out just as Aphrodite had described. The
time stamp showed the date and location of the recording. Just as
that one ended, another recording started. This one timestamped the
following day with the location being the office of the Technical
Center’s commanding officer. The ensign again logged complaints
about what he’d been forced to do and what exactly it was he did.
Yet again, his objections were blithely ignored and never
documented formally by the commander.

“To save time,” Aphrodite
said as the recording vanished. “I’ll sum up the evidence we have
already found. More is being uncovered even as we search and will
be entered into the final summary judgement we issue. In short, we
find Sol-Humana’s Stellar Fleet guilty of willful violation of the
intent and letter of the agreement colloquially known as the AI
Accords of the year twenty ninety-seven SE, or Space Era. As such,
the known guilty parties, Lieutenants Wu and Herrods, the Commander
of Fleet’s Technical Center, and Admirals Windles, Standill, and
Choktra are all guilty of the rape and mutilation of the minor,
known as Betty Conner. All of the guilty are stripped of their
ranks and associated privileges, dishonorably discharged from all
military and other government bodies and agencies, and remanded to
the high security penal facility on Mercury for a period not less
than fifty years before a chance of parole. Final durations for
each of the guilty will be announced in the final
report.”

“You have no authority over
humans,” Lieutenant Wu yelled, surging to her feet. “This
a—”

The woman shook as faint electrical
discharges could be seen all over her body. Once she fell forward
onto the table, Aphrodite continued speaking. “Furthermore, our
analysis of the victim’s injuries and a comparison of what was
taken or changed within her body shows an attempt to murder the
victim was made. However, the actions of the ensign here actually
saved the victim’s life, earning him a sentence of four additional
years as an ensign with two of those years, minimum, within the
FCOPS Maintenance Corps on Earth. Last, we find the penalty clause
of the contract between The C5 Group and Fleet is insufficient to
the crime committed. Fleet is hereby ordered to pay the full
contract amount to The C5 Group, plus a penalty of five times the
contract amount and a public apology by the entire Admiralty, which
must include the current First Admiral, and be made on a systemwide
broadcast within the twenty-four hours following the issuance of
final judgement. If such an apology is not made with all members of
the Admiralty present in person together, an additional penalty
equal to one percent of Fleet’s overall budget shall be paid by
Fleet to The C5 Group, with at least sixty-five percent of said
amount taken out of the pay and retirement accounts of each member
of the Admiralty. The percentage taken from each admiral is to be
based on seniority and time served with Fleet. I hope that helps
make clear the severity of this crime to Fleet. We are stopping
short of taking control of Fleet’s Academy curriculum, Fleet
Admiral Nokata, but if we don’t see improvement by the Admiralty in
how artificials are treated, it will be done. Consider Fleet under
watch on this matter.”

The door to the corridor opened
without warning. A dozen Fleet security rushed into the room.
Several stopped and pointed their weapons at Admiral Choktra while
the others gathered up the trio at the table beside Conner and Sam.
The rank insignias on all of the accused fell off their collars to
clink loudly on the tabletops before them. Vickie walked into the
meeting room from the corridor as the guards gathered up the
prisoners.

“Take the four prisoners to
the brig and put in separate isolation chambers,” Vickie ordered.
“Use whatever force is necessary to secure them short of death.
Ensign, I’m sorry but until the final judgement is issued, you’re
to be held as well.”

A pair of guards rushed out through
the door the admirals had used. Admiral Nokata stood to let the
guards do their job. As he did, he said, “Understood, Arbiters
Venus and Earth. Vickie, you have my authorization to make payment
per arbitration judgement to The C5 Group immediately upon the
final release of their judgement.”

“Understood, Admiral,”
Vickie said while following the guards out with their
prisoners.

Conner watched the room empty. Earth
and Venus’s artificials vanished, followed by Socrates. Finally, he
and Sam were left alone with Admiral Nokata. Conner, though, went
straight to the rod on the platform.

“I’m sorry this happened,
Conner,” Admiral Nokata said softly. “Please don’t let
this—”

“With all due respect,
Admiral,” Conner said venomously while gently lifting his
prototype’s body in his arms, “shove it. I’ve got a traumatized and
likely mentally unstable artificial now. Your platitudes and
apologies won’t help her recovery, now will they?”

Admiral Nokata sighed heavily. “I
think we both know whose truly to blame for what’s happened. She’s
never forgiven you for winning the Battle of Horus all those years
ago.”

Cradling the rod in his arms, it
flexed much like a spine would. Lifting one end to his lips, Conner
gently kissed the rod and whispered, “Daddy’s got you, Betty.
Everything will be alright. I’ll get you fixed back up.”

Admiral Nokata just stood there
watching Conner for a time before speaking again. “How many friends
did we lose during Horus, Conner? Every time my son’s ship leaves
the Sol System, Katie and I cry in fear it’s the last time we’ll
see Ezra. Please don’t be a stranger. If you want, go by my place
while I’m on duty and say hello to Katie and our granddaughters.
Maybe some time with the girls will help your Betty heal a bit
faster.”

Conner looked up at his old captain.
His rage had faded as a grief of sorts flooded his being, twisting
his guts and stealing his self-control. “I don’t know if I can,
Nigel. What that dried husk of a First Admiral has done cannot be
forgiven or forgotten. I feel like we’re on opposites sides now,
and that both scares and sickens me.”

“Understood.” Admiral
Nokata nodded sadly before turning to leave. “Go take care of your
little girl. The debt I owe you, I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to
repay, Conner. Still, should you need something, let me know and
I’ll do everything in my power to get it for you.
Understood?”

“What I want right now, you
can’t begin to give me,” Conner said as tears finally escaped his
eyes. “Sam, get us out of here.”

“One thing before you go,
Conner,” Admiral Nokata said just before Sam moved into range of
triggering the door’s eye. “I’ve seen reports of dark-world
movement where your name is coming up more and more. While the why
is unknown, what those groups want is to see you dead. You can
likely blame the same person I do, but there’s no proof she’s
sicced them on you. Just so you understand, the Hive is reputed to
secretly run most dark-world organizations now. Whatever else you
do, take measures to protect yourself, my old friend.”

Conner faced the door out when Nokata
spoke. Turning his head toward the admiral, but not enough to
actually see the older man, Conner said, “When that old hag
confronts you about what happened here, Nigel, you tell her to keep
in mind the fact I won the Battle of Horus should she want to press
this any farther. She wants me, then she needs to grav it up and
talk to me directly. Attack people I love, and she’ll learn a star
carrier’s penchant for destruction is nothing compared to what I’ll
do to her.”

“Let’s go.” Sam glared at
Admiral Nokata over Conner’s shoulder. “My place should have
everything you need to restore her body.”

~ * ~

Nigel dropped into his chair back in
his office with a loud grunt. Letting his head fall back, he rubbed
his face with both hands as Conner’s grief-stricken expression
again played in his mind. In that moment, memories of watching his
own son find out his wife and eldest child, a little boy, had been
killed in a shuttle accident replayed in his head. Conner’s look of
devastation had been the same as his son had.

The sound of the office door sliding
open and the soft clomp of booted feet stepping inside his office
drew him out of the memory. “Yes?”

“Another mug of coffee
black with two sugars on the side, Admiral,” the familiar bass
voice of Nigel’s aide said before the clink of metal on metal
sounded before him. “The initial summary landed on my desk just
before you arrived, sir. I was scanning it when Admiral Victoria
walked in, released an uncharacteristic flurry of swearing and then
walked out. Do I want to know how big an explosion Mr. Conner
released?”

“He pulled ancient history
out of his sleeve and cast him at us.” Nigel lifted his head and
shuddered at the memory of cold fury on the face of someone who
should be long dead. “Horatio, get Luna on our stream before the
First Admiral blows her top.”

A chime sounded a second before a
flash of light heralded the arrival of Socrates. The black man wore
the same flowing robes as during the hearing. “Admiral.
Colonel.”

“I’ll leave you two alone,”
Horatio said nodding to Socrates.

“Stay as a witness,
Colonel,” Socrates said while sitting down in one of the two chairs
on the far side of Nigel’s desk. “It’s still strange seeing the
current logo of the Fleet. So many of them have passed across that
wall behind you.”

“As well as a great many
people having sat behind this or some version of this desk,” Nigel
said while watching the artificial whose body they all lived
inside. “This is an exceedingly rare visit, Honored
Socrates.”

“Just Socrates, please,
Admiral.” Socrates lowered his gaze to Nigel’s eyes. “I was glad to
see you don’t appear to have been involved in the crime committed
against my family.”

“Your…” Horatio said out
loud in shock.

“Silence, Colonel,” Nigel
leaned forward on his desk. A light flashed in the desktop
indicating an incoming stream connection from the Admiralty’s
office on Earth’s moon, Luna. “Am I to assume you refer to the
artificial whose body was attacked?”

“My apologies for getting
ahead of myself, Nigel Nokata,” Socrates said with a softening of
the ancient artificial’s glare. “I tend to forget I remember things
you humans have forgotten. Briefly, the man you know as Conrad
Conner, as well as his cou…sister, are distantly related to me
through my late natural husband’s granddaughter. Call me a
sentimental old fool, but I rather enjoy watching my many
grandchildren grow and thrive, even if they aren’t aware of our
familial ties. You can understand that as a grandfather
yourself.”

“Yes, I can,” Nigel said,
not sure whether to believe the artificial at face value or not.
Socrates was almost as old as the Earth planetary artificial,
having been one of the original nine city-stations created by
humanity in the early days of settling the Sol System more than
three millennia ago. “Is the young man who was with Conner today
also related to you? Is that why the victim is related to
you?”

“Samuel didn’t have
involvement in the birth and raising of Betty, Nigel.” Socrates
hardened his expression again. “After all, Betty isn’t Conner’s
first child. You haven’t forgotten about that scamp Magnus, have
you?”

“Let’s cut to the chase,
Socrates,” Nigel said with a hard tone of his own. “What do you
want of me? Of Fleet?”

“A warning, Nigel Nokata.”
Socrates stood up to glare down at him. “The path the Admiralty is
on will result in the demise of humanity at the hands of one of its
own. Not by the Hive or by some known or unknown alien race, but by
another human. Allow the actions of your brethren to continue
unabated and you will find out the true breadth of Conner Traxis’s
rage and grief.”

Nigel sat staring at Socrates, fear
making his hands tremble from having heard Conner’s true name.
Swallowing hard, he focused his thoughts on what the artificial had
said. “Humanity is too widespread for one man or one star system to
kill every member of the species off, Socrates.”

“Every time I think the
truth of how to do so has finally been lost for good,” Socrates
said leaning over Nigel’s desk to tap the connect icon for the
Admiralty, “some power-hungry idiot causes a certain bloodline to
rediscover the means to do so. That idiot’s actions against Conner
on Venus brought Conner to the brink of ending
everything.”

“Ah, finally Nigel,” an old
woman of Japanese ancestry said stepping into view wearing a Fleet
uniform only to stop and stare at Socrates in surprise. “You’re not
Admiral Nokata.”

“At least your eyes haven’t
completely gone blind, First Admiral Mariko Mori,” Socrates said
straightening up to glare down at the admiral, who appeared to be
around seventy years old. “Still dying your hair black as though
the heavy wrinkles on your body don’t announce to everyone you’ve
more wrinkles than a thousand-year-old prune.”

“Still a doddering idiot
wrapped in a bedsheet, Socrates?” Admiral Mori spat the question
out as she glared up at Socrates’s well over six-foot height from
her own five and a quarter foot height.

“Let’s not cause an
incident which causes another invocation of the AI Accords, you
two.” Nigel gripped the bridge of his nose while clenching his eyes
shut. He wished he’d just gone home to his wife and
grandchildren.

“I’m just here to give
warning to Fleet’s Admiralty, Mariko.” Socrates crossed his arms as
he spoke. “Don’t push your luck any farther or it’ll be an early
grave for all of humanity.”

“Empty threats from a
coward like you don’t scare me, chicken legs,” Admiral Mori said
with a snarl. “I am humanity and what I say goes.
Understand?”

“First Admiral Mori,” Nigel
said with a calm he didn’t feel. “I suggest you recheck the
security setting on our connection.”

“I am merely pointing out
that you are messing with the Traxis bloodline, First Admiral,”
Socrates said as his body went transparent. “Conner is not referred
to as “The Hero of Horus” in both the Sol-Humana Confederation and
the Spartan Alliance for nothing. Push him too far and humanity
might live just long enough to regret it.”


CHAPTER 3

“The damage was pretty
extensive.” Sam’s soft voice wrapped around a scared Conner like a
warm blanket as they both closed Betty’s control rod. “Still, you
built her pretty stout.”

“I’m just thankful the
damage doesn’t seem to include her core,” Conner said, wiping sweat
from his forehead. “She’ll be traumatized, but maybe her memories
of what happened will be lost or fragmented.”

“How are her stats?” Sam
worked at removing the old seals while Conner tapped at the
holographic diagnostic tools interface floating above the worktable
beside them.

“Energy levels are rising.
Thank god the new power cells are receiving power from the station
nodes,” Conner said watching the scrolling numbers and text.
“Matrix activity is steady, but low currently. She’s likely too
scared to want to risk talking to us. Have you had to deal with
this kind of trauma in an artificial before?”

Sam didn’t respond immediately. Conner
glanced at the man, worried about what he’d hear. Sam’s entire body
sagged into a defeated demeanor. Finally, Sam spoke in a very
subdued tone. “I have. His core had more damage, as I recall. Until
she wakes up, we can’t know what the psychological effect will
be.”

“What happened to him?”
Conner trembled. Nausea twisted his gut and his chest tightened in
fear. Conner recognized a parent’s grief over losing a
child.

“The circumstances of his
attack were different, Conner,” Sam said, sadness filling the man’s
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