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      That night, glowing billboards slid across the glass windshield as their car followed the airport exit road. Each billboard promoted new airline destinations, new low fares, and new hope for those wanting to escape San Francisco.

      Sitting in the back seat of her grandma’s Jeep, Emma was eager to stay in San Francisco. She’d come back from the Middle East seven days ago after another crazy adventure that almost got her killed. But tonight, Nadia was finally back from Hejaz, and they could all get back to their “normal” life.

      Emma felt someone squeezing her hand. Her grandma Bernadette smiled. Judging by the woman’s face, she was looking forward to Emma staying around too.

      Grandma Bernadette leaned forward towards Nadia, who sat in the Jeep’s front passenger seat. “How’s your family doing?”

      “They’re doing well. It was a busy week for us. We went to an amusement park in Jaddah. My sisters insisted on doing all the scary rides. Then my mom, my sisters and I went on a women’s retreat out in the desert. Very peaceful. Thanks to Salah, we flew over to Abu Dhabi for a fun weekend trip. My sisters absolutely loved the sights and the shopping. It was the best time I’ve had with them in a long time.”

      “Good,” Grandma Bernadette said. “That’s wonderful to hear. Maybe they can come visit you here. We can make room at the house.”

      “I don’t think Mrs. B would allow that.”

      “Well, that’s too bad. I would’ve liked to meet them.”

      “Anything else happen?” Emma asked, convinced her friend was leaving some juicy details out.

      “Did you say goodbye to Salah?” Miyuki asked from the backseat.

      “Yes,” Nadia said.

      “And?”

      “And what? We said goodbye and wished each other well.”

      “And that’s it?” Emma asked.

      Nadia paused as Olivia drove the Jeep over the Oakland Bay bridge, with the city lights shimmering in the distance.

      “Did you break up?” Miyuki asked.

      “No, we’re still friends.”

      “You friend-zoned him?” Emma asked.

      Nadia didn’t answer.

      “You didn’t friend-zone him?”

      “I’m sorry, but it’s private.”

      That answer was unacceptable to Emma.

      “You’re getting married!” Miyuki yelled, jumping to a conclusion.

      “Are you serious, love?” Olivia asked. “Oh, that’s lovely.”

      “I didn’t say that,” Nadia said.

      “Well, then say something,” Emma said. “You can’t say it’s private. We’re your best friends. I mean, seriously, you’re obligated to tell your best friends.”

      “I don’t—I can’t.”

      “Please?” Miyuki asked. “We’ll keep your secret.”

      “Goes without saying,” Emma said. “Best friends always keep each other’s secrets.” She caught Nadia’s reflection in the glass window. The girl’s jaw stiffened as a slight frown formed.

      Nadia was serious. Which meant that whatever it was—oh, it had to be good.

      Once they made it to the other side of the bridge, Olivia pulled into a city park and shut off the Jeep’s engine.

      “Why are we stopping?” Nadia asked.

      Olivia turned around. “I’m not missing this. What’s the big secret?”

      All the girls waited.

      Nadia flashed Grandma Bernadette a look. Please save me from this.

      “Might as well tell them. Otherwise none of us will get any sleep tonight.”

      She was right.

      Nadia sighed. “Salah and I agreed to keep seeing each other. I’m still going to stay here and go to high school while Salah will continue being a king.”

      “That’s it?” Olivia asked.

      “We’re taking this slow. I want it to be slow. I’m busy with my life, and he’s busy with his. My father has a new job with the Royal Hejaz government, and my family is moving there. I want everything to calm down. No one is in a rush.” Nadia turned around to face those in the backseat. “Salah understands. He feels I’m worth waiting for, so he’s willing to do that.”

      “You know what? I think that’s a mature and intelligent attitude about it,” Grandma Bernadette said. “Good for you. And good for Salah for being a mature young man.”

      A slight grin escaped Nadia’s mouth.

      Olivia started up the Jeep and pulled back onto the road.

      “Do you think he’ll wait?” Emma asked.

      “Don’t be so negative,” Miyuki said.

      “Boys can be tempted. Believe me.”

      “Salah isn’t like most boys,” Nadia said. “Your grandmother is right. He’s very mature for his age. He’s a king. He has responsibilities. He has to keep the right image for his people.”

      As the girls began a lively discussion about how loyal the average boy was in a relationship, Olivia turned their car into the driveway, and a figure showed up in the headlights.

      Olivia stomped on the brakes, causing Emma’s seat-belt to throw her back against the seat. Peering through the Jeep’s windshield, Emma saw a familiar face exposed by the headlights. He was a dark-haired boy about Emma’s age and had a clean-cut way about him with an average build and an average face. But his striking emerald-green eyes pierced the night air. Emma had forgotten how powerful the android’s deep green eyes were.

      Nadia was the first one out of the car.

      “Robert, what are you doing here?”

      The android’s reply was loud enough for all of them to hear.

      “I require your assistance. We are in danger.”

      

      Grandma Bernadette invited Robert to come inside the house while the girls brought in Nadia’s luggage. Soon they all gathered in the living room as Robert explained…

      “Two months ago, three of my siblings decided to leave the island and travel to Vietnam. To them, the country offered a new experience and another way to disappear from view. It also offered a future safe haven if we needed one.”

      “Sorry to butt in,” Grandma Bernadette said. “I’m still trying to make sense of all this. When you say siblings, whom are you referring to?”

      Robert tilted his head and blinked. “My apologies for not communicating the full situation. Iko, Mirabelle, and Luigi are my three siblings who are missing.”

      “And these three people are robots like you?”

      “They prefer being called androids,” Nadia said.

      “To be technically precise, the US Army lists us as a D9000 military intelligence drones. We are designed to mirror human beings for military intelligence work. To better understand us, I can give you a detailed description of our capabilities.”

      “Hold your horses there, Robert. Let’s focus on your three siblings. Tell us more about them.”

      Robert processed Grandma Bernadette’s words. “I don’t understand. Where are these horses that you wish me to hold?”

      “It’s an expression,” Nadia said. “So, these three androids left the island near Tahiti to go to Vietnam?”

      “Pause the VCR, now; who’s in Tahiti?” Grandma Bernadette asked. “Girls, I’m in the dark here. I remember when Robert was here with us, and then he was gone. None of you ever told me what happened to him.”

      “Mrs. B told us not to,” Olivia said.

      Grandma Bernadette’s face stiffened a little. “Oh, is that right?” Her older eyes fell on Emma. “Did you agree to this, young one?”

      Emma couldn’t meet her grandma’s eyes.

      “Do you think I’m a blabber-mouth?”

      “No, of course not. It’s just—Mrs. B is—well, she can be intimidating sometimes.”

      “Your grandma Laura is a pushy, pompous, and arrogant old woman. She will not drive a wedge between you and me. I won’t allow it.”

      “Mrs. B is your grandmother, Emma?” Robert asked. “I did not know this.”

      “Don’t tell everyone. It’s supposed to be a secret.”

      “Oh, Laura is full of hot air. Don’t worry about her. Now, I want you to tell me what in God’s green earth is going on?”

      Emma told her grandma Bernadette about Mrs. B moving Robert and his other android siblings to a remote island in the Pacific at their request. That way, the long list of people who wanted to kidnap and exploit the androids couldn’t find them.

      “Robert, do all your siblings look like you?”

      “We all appear different. The US Army designed us in pairs. Male and female versions. Mirabelle and I are Caucasians. Sid and Cleo are Arabic. Kamal and Samira are Indian. Alex and Mai are African. Iko and Luigi are Asian.”

      “Why did they name the Asian guy Luigi?”

      Robert tilted his head. “His military identification is Drone 008. When he was given free will, Luigi changed that designation because he expressed an interest in Italian art and culture.”

      “The android likes Italian art?”

      “He does not hate or like it. He has shown an interest. All of my siblings have their own interests since they are now free to explore them.”

      “Did you pick Robert for a name?” Emma asked.

      “Actually, it was my nickname that the development team first gave me since I was the prototype for our series. I chose to keep it.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with the name Robert,” Grandma Bernadette said. “Okay, so, the android who’s interested in Italian things left your island near Tahiti and went to Vietnam with Iko and—who else?”

      “My Caucasian partner, Mirabelle. She and Emma have a similar appearance.”

      “How similar?” Emma asked.

      “Mirabelle was designed to look attractive to young males in order to gain their confidence and manipulate them.”

      “Sounds like Emma all right.”

      Miyuki giggled.

      Emma flipped Olivia the middle finger.

      “I’m joking, love. You’re so sensitive.”

      “At least I can attract boys.”

      Olivia laughed. “I have a boyfriend, you daft cow.”

      “Girls, please stop interrupting.” Grandma Bernadette rubbed her temple as if a headache was coming on. “Please continue.”

      “Thank you. Luigi, Iko, and Mirabelle sent the rest of us daily reports. They described the places they visited in Vietnam. The people they met. Their general experiences. However, seven days ago these reports stopped. This is concerning to us. Since we do not communicate with Alex and Samira, we do not know if our creators have broken the agreement we made and possibly kidnapped them.”

      “Back up again,” Grandma Bernadette said. “I thought Alex and Samira were in Tahiti with all of you?”

      “No, that is not correct. When I gave them free will, Alex and Samira both chose to stay with our creators.”

      “Your creators?”

      “He means the US Army, Grandma,” Emma said.

      “Luigi, Iko, and Mirabelle know about the secret identities Mrs. B and the Authority helped arranged for us in Tahiti. If that information is discovered by those still looking for us, it will jeopardize our safety.”

      “And you think the US Army is behind it?” Olivia asked.

      “That is one of many possibilities. We do not believe their disappearance is an accident. We ask for your help to find them.”

      “I’m sure Mrs. B will do everything she can to help you find out what’s going on.”

      “That is what I told my siblings. They are waiting outside. I wanted to make contact with you first, in case you were compromised or helping the US Army find us.”

      “You and your siblings can stay here,” Grandma Bernadette said. “There’s no reason for them to stay outside. We have the room.”

      Robert paused. “I texted them. They will be here shortly.”

      “You can do that without a phone?”

      Robert pointed at his cranium. “My head is a phone.”

      Grandma Bernadette stood up. “Okay, while I’m helping our new guests settle in, I want all of you upstairs and ready for bed.”

      “But we should be helping you,” Miyuki said.

      “You four young ladies have school tomorrow.”

      “School? We have to contact Mrs. B about this,” Nadia said. “She might have orders for us.”

      “You girls are not skipping school. And those are my orders.”
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      The queue for customs inside Marco Polo International Airport outside Venice was long. Many of the travelers were tired and weary thanks to the flood of overnight flights arriving from America mixed with a few regional flights that were outside the European Schengen zone, which meant the passengers had to go through Italian customs.

      Fresh from their overnight flight, two young American servicemen also stood in the queue. Their eyes kept peeking back behind them at the teenage girl with red hair.

      Bridget O’Malley pretended not to notice them. Pretended to play the game. A game she enjoyed because these two boys were cute. They were at least five years older too, but Bridget wasn’t intimidated by that. She could handle anything life could throw at her.

      “Bejesus, how long is this fecking queue?” Sophia asked her sister, rejoining it after using the toilet.

      “I don’t believe it. They’re twins,” one serviceman whispered.

      “God must love us,” the other said.

      Bridget held back a smile as she bent down to whisper in Sophia’s ear. “Take a gander at these two lads in front of us. What do ya think?”

      Her sister looked them over. Today, Sophia managed not to dress like a boy. She wore a mini-skirt and had even brushed her hair out like Bridget had done.

      Sophia shrugged. “The tall one’s all right.”

      “Not so loud,” Bridget whispered. “I kinda fancy that one.”

      “You always go for the tall ones.”

      The two servicemen reacted with a smile as they looked back.

      They caught them.

      Bridget waved. “Yes, we’re talking about ya.”

      Sophia shifted her gaze to the waxed floor.

      “I’m gonna just say it,” the tall soldier said. “You two girls are smoking hot.”

      “Knew I shouldn’t have shaved my legs today,” Sophia said to the floor.

      Bridget ignored her. “You have good taste. Army or Marines? I can never tell by the uniforms.”

      “Wrong on both counts. The United States Air Force,” the tall airmen said with pride.

      They turned around to face the girls. “How long are you two in Italy?”

      Sophia tugged at her short skirt, trying to make it into a gown.

      “Not too sure,” Bridget said. “A few days at least. Where are you two boys stationed?”

      Bridget did all the talking as their queue moved forward. She found out their names, which air base they were stationed at, where in the US they called home, even their favorite movies. It was fun to practice her interrogation techniques on boys who had no clue she was even doing it. If she wanted to, Bridget could probably get them to spill everything they knew about their air base, including its security, what they were doing there, and what was hidden inside those hangars that the US Air Force didn’t want anyone to know about. But right now, Bridget had fun just being the one in control.

      “You have nice legs,” the tall airmen said. “It’s Sophia, right?”

      Her sister finally stopped admiring the floor. It was about time. If Sophia kept acting like this, the servicemen would just write her off as a loony and move on. Unfortunately, poor Sophia couldn’t help herself sometimes. Her sister did have her moods.

      “Piss off, you edgits.”

      And today was one of them.

      The two servicemen shot each other a look. That was it. The red flag. They turned back around and followed the queue forward without looking back again.

      Bridget loved her sister, yet sometimes she was a killjoy.

      “Sorry,” Sophia whispered. “I’m knackered from the flight.”

      “No worries,” Bridget said. “Only passing the time.”

      “Here ya go.”

      Cutting in the queue was an older man in his mid to late thirties with well-groomed dark brown hair, a dark brown mustache, and large thick-framed glasses. His suit was tailored to fit his still athletic body. He had three coffee beverages on a disposable tray. The authorities in New Zealand and Australia knew him as Dr. Glenn Joyce, one of the most-wanted fugitives down under.

      Bridget called him papa.

      Even heavily disguised, the man had an unmistakable smile in his eyes.

      “My apologies. The queue for Starbucks was outrageous.”

      Sophia lit up as she grabbed her drink. “Thank you, Papa.”

      Papa handed Bridget hers. He removed his own drink before tossing the empty tray into a nearby bin. “I have something I should tell you, girls.”

      “What is it?” Sophia asked, sipping her drink.

      Papa took out an Australian newspaper tucked under his arm. He showed them the headline. “I’m officially dead.”

      

      Most Wanted Man Killed in Wellington Shootout

      

      Sophia brightened. “That’s wonderful news!”

      Bridget couldn’t believe it. Asset One had given the nod. Operation Dazed and Confused had been a favor to her number two, a way to “free” Papa from his fugitive status or at least give him more freedom to operate.

      “Told ya to give her a chance.”

      “That ya did. You’re always on it, my dear Bridget.”

      She flashed him a smile.

      Papa tucked the newspaper under his arm. “Has this queue actually moved?”

      “A wee bit. Will we be late for our appointment?”

      “No worries. A car is waiting for us. Besides, she knows that we’ve landed.”

      

      An hour and a half later, a black Maserati Quattroporte took them from the Venice airport to a small gondola water taxi waiting on one of the canals. Bridget carefully stepped down as a handsome young Italian boatman helped her inside the gondola. Sophia was given the same treatment, and Bridget was surprised to see her sister flash the handsome Italian a big smile. At least Sophia wasn’t totally mental.

      Soon, Papa joined them inside the gondola, and it drifted away from the small pier and began to maneuver its way through the large system of canals that crisscrossed the beautiful city of Venice. All the canals fed into the large Grand Canal filled with islands and walkways. Buildings walled off each side of the canal and were a mix of Byzantine, Venetian Gothic, Renaissance, and some Eastern styles of architecture.

      To Bridget, it reminded her of a fantasy movie she once saw where the kingdom’s capital city was built on a lake. But here, everyone spoke romantic Italian, not stuffy old English.

      Their gondola made a turn into a tiny, out-of-the-way canal. A small pier was on their right, with four large Italian men guarding it. Those men helped moor the gondola to the pier, then assisted Bridget and Sophia out of the boat. When Papa climbed out, the four large Italian men bowed their heads.

      “Welcome to Venice, Asset Two,” the largest of the four men said in English. “The others are waiting for you inside.”

      Bridget and Sophia followed Papa as the four Italian men led them into a large, dark gold house designed in a Venetian Gothic style. Inside, the floor tiles were made of an intricate silver marble design that was the most beautiful tile that Bridget had ever stepped on. A part of her wanted to take off her shoes out of respect. The walls had this old golden wallpaper composed of more intricate patterns. The inside reminded Bridget of the French Palace of Versailles with all the over-the-top furnishings.

      “Honest to G, I wore a skirt, and I still feel under dressed,” Sophia whispered.

      “Forgot to bring our powdered wigs and bloody corsets too.”

      That made her sister smile.

      They approached a set of closed double doors with fancy decorations on them. Two Turkish men in well-fitted designer suits opened the doors for them.

      Inside, there was a large hall beyond. Thirty large individual chairs—each with its own table—were arranged in a circle. Twenty-nine of them were occupied. Those twenty-nine individuals all turned to watch Papa as he went inside.

      Bridget didn’t follow him. Sophia took her sister’s cue and stayed behind as well.

      Papa stopped walking. “No worries. Come join us, girls.”

      “Are you sure?” Bridget asked.

      Papa winked and revealed that warm smile that always gave them so much comfort.

      Bridget stepped into the hall with Sophia. They followed Papa over as he sat in the empty chair. She didn’t dare look around the room, but Bridget could feel the entire hall judging them.

      “You’re late, Asset Two.”

      The female voice belonged to Asset One. Sabiha was a middle-aged Turkish woman with green eyes, short dark hair, and a force to be reckoned with. Bridget knew her when Sabiha had been Asset Twelve, in charge of running the Venomous training island in the Indian Ocean.

      “You’ve kept us waiting for a half hour,” Asset Four said, a blond Swede who reminded Bridget of what the abominable snowman must be like in real life.

      “This meeting is only for the top thirty assets,” Asset Three said; the well-dressed Brazilian man gave Bridget and Sophia a hard look. “Your ‘daughters’ are not allowed to be here. Have them wait outside.”

      Many of the members nodded in agreement.

      A polite grin appeared on Papa’s face. He ignored them and focused on Sabiha. “Had to fly commercial on this trip. That required a disguise to get through security and customs. And I needed time to take that disguise off to meet with all you fine people.” Papa moved his attention over to the Brazilian man. “As far as my daughters are concerned, Asset Three can bugger off with my compliments.”

      The Brazilian almost stood up, but thought better of it as he leaned forward in his chair.

      Papa didn’t flinch. “If ya wanna do something about it, mate, I’ll be waiting outside with a smile on my face.”

      “You two idiots can fight on your own time. Not mine. Is that clear?” Sabiha glanced at Bridget and Sophia. “Assets one-three-zero and one-three-one can stay. We obviously need more estrogen and less testosterone in this room.” She addressed Papa. “You don’t need to wear disguises any longer. I’ve taken care of that.”

      Papa actually bowed his head. “And I thank ya for that kindness, Asset One. It will allow me to better serve you and Venomous.”

      “The price for my kindness is your absolute loyalty, Asset Two.”

      “I understand.”

      “Can we start now?” Asset Four asked as the Swede opened up his laptop. “We have much to cover. Do we not?”

      Sabiha relaxed. “Yes, we do. First item on our agenda?”

      Asset Four glanced at his laptop. “Asset Nine’s plan to bomb and extort money from the top three German car manufacturers.”

      As the group went through each item, Bridget had to lean against the tall back of Papa’s chair. Sophia did the same on the other side. Bridget thought about asking for a chair, but she didn’t want to push her luck. These men were at the top levels of Venomous. Which meant they were the most dangerous men in the world. Papa would always remind them to never show weakness in front of them.

      “That’s all the items we had on the agenda,” Asset Four said as the Swede closed his laptop.

      “I have one last item to add,” Asset One said. “A year ago the United States Army spent billions of dollars creating ten advanced AI androids to conduct military intelligence. It was the start of a new top-secret program to build hundreds of these androids. The army did such a good job designing them that the androids themselves became sentient and destroyed the facility that created them. The Authority helped eight of them disappear off the face of the earth, except for two that went back to work for the army.”

      Sabiha turned her attention to Papa. “My sources in Beijing have revealed that those two army androids are now missing. Do you know anything about that?”

      Papa crossed his legs, calm as ever. “I’m working on something.”

      “Working on something?”

      “Could you elaborate on that?” Asset Four asked.

      “Last time these androids were running around free, Venomous missed the boat,” Papa said. “From what I’ve gathered about these androids, they could be turned into the ultimate weapon. Gathering intelligence is only a lick of the ice-cream cone. These androids could be used to infiltrate any facility with the biggest bomb we can put inside them. Think of the absolute terror a dozen of these beauties would cause if placed in just the right spots. The Wall Street Stock Exchange. The White House. The Kremlin. Shopping malls. Outdoor Christmas markets. Football stadiums during the World Cup. If we focus our attacks, we could bring any government to its knees, begging us to stop and play ball on our terms.”

      “Seems like quite a waste to blow up something so valuable when you can use a simple truck bomb,” Asset Three said, the Brazilian gaining back his composure.

      “I agree,” Papa said. “That’s why I wanna open up one of these robotic beauties and use it as a test bed to mass-produce them. Asset One’s family owns the necessary tech facilities in Istanbul for such a production. Do you not?”

      Sabiha crossed her legs and leaned back in her chair. “Clearly you’ve given a lot of thought to this project. A secret pet project that I’m only now hearing about.”

      “Even before he was in jail, Dr. Joyce always had a nasty habit of working behind our backs,” Asset Three said.

      Papa smiled. “Snakes work their best in the darkness. That way, no one will ever see them coming.”

      “Or they don’t want to hear the word no,” Sabiha added.

      “With all due respect, Asset One, I’m only laying the necessary groundwork for the operation, and things are progressing nicely. You must admit, the possibilities of Venomous possessing our own army of highly sophisticated suicide bombers is enticing to say the least.”
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      Nadia was the first person up that day. She was careful not to wake up her roommate, Olivia, as she picked out one of her more basic school outfits to wear. After throwing on a simple headscarf, Nadia rushed downstairs to the living room, where Robert and the other four androids were using most of the power outlets to recharge.

      “Good morning.”

      “Good morning to you as well.” Robert unplugged himself from the wall outlet and retracted his charging cable, which stuck out from a hidden-away slit under his wrist.

      “How are you?” Nadia asked.

      “One moment. I am running a diagnostic on my systems.” Robert blinked. “I am operating at one hundred…” His voice trailed off. “That was not what you were asking me about, was it?”

      Nadia smiled and shook her head.

      “I am fine. Thank you for asking. How are you, my friend?”

      “I’m worried about you.” Nadia then realized all of the androids were listening and watching. “I’m worried about all of you.”

      “She does seem genuine in her demeanor,” the tall Indian android said to Robert.

      “I should introduce you.” Robert pointed. “This is Kamal. He has been created to mimic an Indian teenager.”

      “You’ve already told us that.” Nadia nodded to Kamal. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      To answer her, Kamal belted out a couple of phrases in a harsh, guttural-type language that sounded scary.

      “Sorry, I don’t speak…whatever that is.”

      “It is Klingon,” Kamal said in English. “I was hoping to find a human who spoke it.”

      “I see. Isn’t that from Star Trek or something?”

      “Yes, I have analyzed every episode and every series in existence related to Star Trek. I find it interesting. The Federation is an excellent model for mankind to follow as it evolves. I would study the Vulcan language, yet I can-not find any detailed Vulcan language pronunciation books. Do you know other humans who can speak Klingon?”

      “Not really. But if I find some, I’ll let you know.”

      “Kamal has also studied an android character in one of those series who struggles with some of the same questions about his existence that we do.”

      “As-Salam-u-Alaikum.”

      Sid and Cleo said the phrase in unison with a perfect Arabic pronunciation.

      “Wa-Alaikum-as-Salam,” Nadia replied.

      “Sid and Cleo are interested in the act of dance,” Robert said. “They can demonstrate one hundred and six different styles.”

      Cleo tilted her head. “We can perform styles such as ballet, contemporary, tap, ballroom, Latin, hip-hop, swing, Irish step, Texas line⁠—”

      “That’s quite a lot,” Nadia interrupted her. She knew from experience with Robert that sometimes androids didn’t understand the concept of brevity.

      “We are also interested in the dancers themselves. Some have created their own interpretation on dance styles.”

      “Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers, for instance,” Sid said. “Are you familiar with them?”

      “I don’t know anything about dancing.”

      “Would you like me to perform the Saudi sword dance for you?” Sid picked up Grandma Bernadette’s letter opener. “I will use this as my sword.”

      “Maybe another time.”

      “Yes,” Robert added. “Brandishing swords early in the morning before humans have had their morning coffee can be quite hazardous.”

      Nadia moved over to the last android. Her olive skin appeared darker than her friend Olivia’s, and the girl had these lovely light brown, almost golden eyes.

      “Hello, it’s Mai, is that correct?”

      The small android avoided eye contact with Nadia, but still nodded.

      “Yes, her name is Mai,” Robert said.

      “It’s nice to meet you.”

      Mai only nodded again.

      Nadia was fascinated. Was this girl android shy? Were they even capable of being shy?

      “Am I being rude?” Mai finally asked. “I sometimes can not tell. I apologize if I have been offensive towards you.”

      “No, not in the least.”

      “You have done so much for us. For Robert. And us. Are all humans like you?”

      Nadia thought the world would be a better place if more humans did think like her. But then, making people think like her would make her feel too bossy. And Nadia hated to be bossy towards people.

      “Is my question too personal? Have I offended you again?”

      “No, I was thinking about something. What are you interested in?”

      Mai finally kept her eyes on Nadia. “Solving mysteries.”

      Nadia had to pause. “Can you be more specific?”

      “Yes, I can. I read eBooks. Thousands of eBooks every day about mysteries.”

      “Every day?”

      “I am reading one right as we speak. It is about a young girl detective trying to find a missing donkey in the mountains of Ecuador. Do you read books?”

      “A little bit. Actually, Emma and her grandma are the big readers in the house.”

      Mai blinked and tilted her head again. “I would be interested in speaking to her about mysteries. And to ponder the questions and issues such mysteries pose to the human psyche.”

      Nadia had to wonder if Emma pondered anything after reading her trashy young adult romance novels with vampires, shape-shifters, and boys with issues only the girl can help them solve. Maybe Mai could encourage Emma to upgrade her reading list.

      “First one up always makes coffee,” Grandma Bernadette said to Nadia as she emerged from her bedroom dressed in her University of California college professor outfit of respectful pants and a tasteful blouse with a multi-colored “Love Peace” pin on her lapel. “Better get to it. You’ll have plenty of time to talk to Robert and his friends after school.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “I have the knowledge to operate a coffee machine. Would you like me to produce your morning coffee?”

      “No, you’re a guest, Robert. Besides, the girls don’t get to skip out on their responsibilities because we have company.”

      Reluctantly, Nadia went into the kitchen and opened the bag of coffee. The strong aroma filled her nose and woke her up another notch. Before coming to America, she had been a tea person. Drinking it with her family in Saudi Arabia, then again with Olivia when they met in England. But America had corrupted her into the ritual of morning coffee.

      “I miss going to school.”

      The sentence startled Nadia, causing her to dump a scoop of ground coffee all over the counter. She turned around to see Robert.

      “Oh, did my unannounced presence cause you rapid anxiety?”

      Nadia ripped off a paper towel. “You startled me, that’s all.” She carefully wiped the coffee grounds off the counter and into her hand. Robert brought over the trash bin, allowing her to dump the grounds. Nadia wiped her hands clean with another towel.

      “I wish I could come to school with you. High school was interesting and entertaining. I learned quite a lot about humans observing it.”

      “That’s funny, I’ve never considered high school entertaining.”

      “Perhaps you should. Observing an institution from a different perspective can be quite enlightening. It was for me.”

      They both stared at each other.

      A few seconds ticked by.

      To Nadia, this was becoming awkward.

      Wait, did Robert understand that this was awkward?

      Maybe he didn’t.

      “I like your siblings,” Nadia said, breaking the ice forming around them. “They each have their own little nuances.”

      “I find each of them interesting as well. However, you are still the most interesting life form I have met.”

      “Oh, I bet you say that to all the carbon-based life forms you meet.”

      Robert paused. “You have made a science joke. You have combined a culturally relevant movie quote and combined it with-“

      “It’s not funny when you explain it like that.”

      “You are correct. I will perform the appropriate reaction.” Robert then busted out laughing.

      “You can laugh now?”

      “Kamal and I are attempting to develop an emotion chip. It would allow us to experience and present the appropriate emotion depending on the circumstance. Right now, we can only use it to laugh.”

      “I like your new laugh. Maybe you should adjust it down a bit. Only a little bit.”

      “I will tell Kamal that it needs an adjustment.”

      Another long, awkward pause that made Nadia a bit too uneasy.

      She turned away and stared at the coffee machine. First boys, now androids. If the microwave oven could talk, Nadia would shy away from it too.

      “That coffee won’t make itself,” Grandma Bernadette said, coming into the kitchen. She opened the fridge and began pulling out things to cook for breakfast.

      Nadia finished putting in the necessary scoops of coffee before securing the pot and hitting the start button. “Can I help you with breakfast?”

      “Please, allow me to make breakfast,” Robert said. “I have studied the techniques and styles of the great chefs of Europe and America, as well as their recipes.”

      Grandma Bernadette considered the offer. “Interesting. I’d like to see that.”

      Robert took a visual survey of the fridge and the cupboards. He gathered the ingredients he needed, then went to work.

      Miyuki came downstairs. “What is Robert doing?”

      “I think omelettes,” Grandma Bernadette said.

      “And he’s baking something as well,” Nadia added.

      Olivia was the next one down. “That smell is amazing. What’s he cooking?”

      Soon, they were all gathered in the kitchen, sipping coffee and watching Robert acting like Chef Gordon Ramsay, but without all the screaming.

      A Jack Russell terrier wearing a back brace wandered into the kitchen with his tail wagging and his nose in full sniffing mode. If Snoopy was moving around, that meant Emma must be up.

      Robert started plating his omelettes, and to Nadia they looked absolutely gorgeous. He added two link sausages to each plate and a crescent roll from a tray of homemade rolls he’d baked while mixing together the omelet batter.

      “This is a Spanish omelette, but with leanings toward more of a French style,” Robert said. “I have added a hint of spice to the sausage links. Not too much. And the rolls should have just a kiss of cinnamon. Only enough to give them the slightest taste of sweetness.”

      Nadia tried the omelette. It was light and fluffy, yet bursting with flavor from the spices. It was scrumptious.

      Robert had even made a tiny omelette for Snoopy, which he put on the floor. The dog devoured it.

      Emma finally wandered in with her eyes barely open as she headed straight for the coffee, pouring herself a cup. “What’s that smell?”

      “The best omelette I’ve ever tasted,” Grandma Bernadette said. “Guest or not, you can cook as much as you want to in this house, Robert.”
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