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DEDICATION
For Elena
Chapter 1
The survey mission gave Carol and Dean ample time to sample more than just soil and plants; they sampled one another. Neither had planned on the suddenness of their affair, at least not Dean Flavin. A professional geologist, Dean volunteered to scout out the next settlement for Ceres colonists. An influx of civilians from Earth precipitated expansion, preferably to an area that boasted healthy soil and not too much rocky terrain. Carol Walker, a botanist by profession, agreed to collaborate with Dean, citing the survey would provide an excellent opportunity to collect and catalogue new plant species.
They were formally introduced three days before their departure. “I’m so glad to be taking the trip with you Dean. I’ve read all your journals and admire your work.” Carol, fawning over what Dean considered trivial accomplishments, held onto his hand, embracing it as if something more than admiration might be intimated. Dean was more capable of comprehending petrography—the study of rocks—than deciphering the desires of the female species based on a single handshake. Oblivious to Carol’s true intentions, Dean spent the next few days packing and prepping for rock collection.
For him to be involved in this mission, Dean and his wife Cindy sacrificed a week’s time—time they might have spent conceiving their first child. Dean swallowed his guilt and told himself his involvement was for the good of his future children. Time passed so quickly. Dean’s thoughts were consumed by the mission and pondering his time away from Cindy. Before he knew it, he found himself bidding his wife goodbye and setting off in a rover with a mere stranger.
All civilian couples were required to conceive a child within three years of their arrival date or face deportation back to Earth. They signed contracts agreeing to populate the planet as quickly as possible; in other words, the Earth’s governmental rulings mandated they be fruitful and multiply. Most Ceres couples went about this challenge with zeal; Cindy and Dean were having more than just frequent sex, and he missed her already.
Dean, caught up in the prospect of authoring field journals, didn’t notice the alluring glances from his new mission partner, Carol. The rover was a large vehicle designed to accommodate field missions, equipped with beds, a kitchen, living room and bath. Carol could have kept her distance from Dean—but she didn’t. She found small excuses for keeping him company in the rover’s combination navigation deck and living room. Ignoring her presence, Dean alternated his attention between several manuals and the vehicle’s view screen.
The rover was fast-approaching a majestic, purplish-colored mountain range. While the onboard computer navigated a course, Dean felt he needed to keep a personal watch on the rocky path ahead. Sensors blinking in ever more urgent patterns warned him a rough ride was imminent. The information both scared and encouraged him. He felt like a true pioneer. No other Ceres civilian or scientist had previously ventured this far from Reliance Point—the name of the first settlement—located about fifty kilometers away from the mountains. The initiation of a new settlement, beyond the mountain range, would place colonists forty kilometers from Ceres’ nearest ocean, in a southwesterly direction from Reliance Point.
As the rover maneuvered closer to its destination, Dean stopped perusing his tech manuals and focused his eyes solely on navigational controls. Carol, pining to win Dean’s attention, became agitated. She attempted to draw attention to herself by combing her long blonde hair vigorously. Perhaps it would release some of her angst.
Dean’s vigilance over the instruments was totally unnecessary. The onboard computer alerted the team of any dangers far in advance and made the required course corrections. Nevertheless, Dean kept watch not only on the rover’s view screen but on a small panel underneath it, which displayed data from infrared technology, showing radiation emanating from the soil. Dean Flavin hovered, he was a hands-on sort of guy, always excited to plunge his hands into soil or work diligently to pull a rock out of the ground using his might. His physical efforts were nonessential, yet Dean felt compelled to maintain a tactile touch with his work; to keep his heart in physical proximity with his desires, never to forget he was flesh and blood and that the exhilaration of touch often gave humans their most gratifying pleasures.
As he watched, Dean prattled on about how rock dating might give scientists an idea of how old Ceres was; Carol did not fail to acknowledge the importance of Dean’s observations by moving closer and placing her hand upon his thigh to assure the scientist of her solidarity.
“You’ll be a hero, Dean; your children will look up to you. You’re helping to find a new home for hundreds, possibly thousands, of people.” She paused to blush. “Oh excuse me for being blunt, Dean. I do assume you and Cindy are in the process of making child.”
Dean laughed with a nervous snort, his eyes darting between the two readout screens. She had gotten his attention. “Yes, we are. How about you and Tom?”
“Certainly.” She paused again, the skin around her lips crinkling to offer the slightest smile. “It’s mandated, you know.”
Dean did not laugh this time. He turned his gaze away from the screens for an instant, catching a mischievous look in Carol’s large brown eyes. They nearly twinkled. Her expression nearly made his heart skip a beat, and it began to stir some feelings in areas that had nothing to do with scientific analysis or topographical studies. With his mouth suddenly parched, Dean changed the subject.
“So I bet you’ll be classifying some new plant life. I bet your children will be very proud of you too, Carol.”
She dismissed his compliment with a wave of her hand.
“No, no, Dean. Your work is much more consequential. You’ve got to make sure the area is free of radiation.” She didn’t have to remind Dean the entire planet had been bombarded with dark matter radiation a few years ago. The event resulted in some very unconventional solutions—solutions Dean didn’t dare even to daydream about. He grimaced.
“Oh, I’m sorry, dear—I mean Dean—I hope I didn’t upset you. So tell me more about how rocks will help date our new planet.”
Dean launched into an explanation. He resumed staring straight ahead at his view screens, unaware the sparkle in Carol’s eyes had lost some of its sheen.
His raised eyebrows and broad grin oozed exuberance, as if he had quickly forgotten about the planet’s dubious past. “You know, Carol, history will list us as two of the first five hundred settlers of the Ceres, no trivial honor, mind you.” He turned to Carol, raising an index finger to add emphasis. But Carol, nearly launching into a yawn, had all she could do to stifle her disinterested response. It really didn’t matter if she had concealed her boredom; Dean seemed to be enjoying his self-serving dissertation. “The first planet in the Andromeda Nebula to become home to humans! A small Mars-sized satellite boasting a rich oxygen/nitrogen atmosphere. Just take a moment and imagine what we’ve begun, Carol. Earth space travelers had never found such a life-sustaining planet in the Milky Way, after hundreds of years of searching. Who would ever imagine our generation would taste the fruit of this new world?”
“Well Dean, all I can say is that I hope humanity has time to savor that fruit. I’d hate for other things—other species—to acquire a taste for our new world.”
Dean didn’t inquire further. He replied with a grunt. Carol had been referring to the androids now residing on Ceres. Their creation had happened by chance and necessity when radiation poisoning threatened to end the colonization efforts.
Eight Earth years ago, six solar years in relation to Ceres, the first scientists landed here with intent to make the planet a safe haven. The scientific community realized there might be a shelf life as to how long Earth could support life. Ironically, the science team discovered Ceres to be polluted; radiation poison emanated from a dying brown dwarf which engulfed the planet. The alternating orbit of Ceres’ moon, Argos, was responsible for concealing this observation. Acting as a shield, it blocked the radiation; but when Ceres’ orbit altered on its third solar year, the influx of radiation passed through the atmosphere, poisoning the soil and the scientists. Facing certain extinction, a scientist on the team employed illegal cybernetic transfer of the scientists’ essences—their memories and individual personas—into android bodies.
The cybernetic doctor, Adrian McElroy, did not save his essence, and many speculated it was because he feared prosecution by Earth’s penal system. Realizing the transfer of their human brains was the only way to save the colonization mission, the participating eight scientists agreed to let McElroy alter their memories so they didn’t remember becoming ill nor becoming androids. One of the scientists, a man named Petrovsky who despised McElroy and his quest to create artificial life, discovered a means to remember. When he awoke in his android shell, he began plotting a means to return to human form. He threatened to kill all the planet’s scientists, sending a message to a ship of civilians en route to the planet that they must find a way to take his essence out of his artificial body. Petrovsky soon took a hostage, charging McElroy escaped prosecution by death, and that justice must be served by allowing him to return to his Earth job which had been discontinued with the advent of robots. Earth seemed all too happy to enslave robots as servants, denying proposals by McElroy to give them equal rights, and especially refusing to allow the automatons to possess more sophisticated brains, thus ensuring they would never become sentient.
Petrovsky’s quest to return to his human form ended when one of the civilians became privy to a secret message left by the late McElroy. She found instructions to shut down all the androids in the event of danger. The threat posed by McElroy left the woman, Linda Dougherty, no choice but to end all the hybrids' lives. The emergency shutdown eradicated the human essence in the androids, and they awakened as cybernetic beings, presumably devoid of any memories linked to their human counterparts. Since McElroy kept his radical technique for making human/android hybrids secret, colonists could only surmise the organic contribution of the scientists was indeed terminated. But some remained skeptical, believing the android body which had housed the sociopath Petrovsky might still retain some small shred of the man in its circuitry, or what McElroy had referred to as engrams.
The android in question changed his physical appearance and name to James Starkman in an attempt to avoid the stigma. Supporters of artificial life, like Dougherty, attempted to convince skeptics Starkman was now an individual with rights. She insisted Starkman was no longer accountable for Petrovsky’s actions. A subsequent trial decided by colonists in a 6-4 vote agreed the androids were no threat to themselves or to organic life. The colonists spent the next years continuing the scientists’ work. One project in particular solved the planet’s radiation problem. An artificial ozone layer was erected via the artificial intelligence of the Earth ship The Gallant, and a weathernet controlled any future catastrophic disasters from the sky. Peace reigned over Ceres in the coming years, despite apprehensions over the androids.
Dean Flavin was among those who would never quite feel safe around the androids, especially the one named James Starkman. Dean listened to some internal chatter, attempting to block the fright he still held for the inorganic beings. Yes, it was four Earth years ago. It’s ancient history. But why am I feeling so haunted by it? My ship was still en route to Ceres when that was happening. Things have changed. The situation is under control . . . but something still feels ominous.
A sudden jolt caused Carol to scream.
The rover, now maneuvering through a narrow and bumpy passage nearly tipped to one side.
“Hold on, Carol! I’ll make some navigational adjustments.”
The rover, equipped with twin tracks much like a bulldozer, compensated for rough terrain by elevating its body higher or lower. Dean employed a hydraulic control to lift the vehicle with a simple voice command. The ride suddenly became smoother. The rover would need to cover about a half kilometer of this terrain to gain passage into what the onboard computer described as a plain.
“We should be all right now.”
“Yes we should,” Carol beamed. “We really didn’t discuss sleeping arrangements . . .”
“Yes. Well, there are bunk beds in the bedroom—” he laughed, “if you could call it a bedroom.”
“Yes, I’ve seen it. I’ve seen bigger closets.”
“Well, I’ll take the top bunk—um—the lower bunk . . . whatever you prefer, Carol.”
Dean licked his lips nervously and stole a glance into Carol’s beautiful brown eyes. He felt she was enjoying his discomfort. Women . . . they always expect you to know what they want. . . .
Seconds, or maybe an eternity, passed for Dean. The uncomfortable silence finally broken by another jolt—took another interesting turn.
The rover tipped to its right this time, and Carol, seated but not buckled into her chair, fell forward into Dean. He had risen at the first sign of the disturbance, his feet skidding on the floor as if it were ice. He had no other option but to steady himself with Carol’s aid. His hands gripped for purchase on her shoulders. She was bent into him, arms wrapped around his waist, her face dangerously close to his manhood. The rover bucked again, tipping toward Dean a second time. He toppled backward, carrying Carol with him. He watched the rover’s ceiling tip as he came to rest against a wall, unaware of how Carol purposely maneuvered her voluptuous body on top of his in the interim. The rover steadied. Dean cried out in a squeaky voice, daring not to make eye contact with the woman on top of him. “Computer, lower the rover’s body by half a meter.” He waited, panting, eyes still glued to the ceiling. “There, that should do it.”
“Yes it should,” Carol purred, and then broke into a full toothy grin. He had two choices, he could either meet her gaze or peruse the clear view of her cleavage—both options signaled warning klaxons in Dean’s mind.
“Come now, Dean. The ship can pilot itself out of this mess. You don’t have to act so heroic . . . unless you’re trying to impress me. And in that case—I just wanted to let you know its working.”
Her breath was all over him and before long Carol’s lips were on his. Her right hand roved his body confirming his arousal.
“So you are interested in other things than rocks.”
His eyes darted while he searched for comprehension over what was happening, but his body had no such moral ambiguities to grapple with.
He felt her sex synch with his, their bodies rocked softly to the syncopated rhythms of their passionate kisses. Her tongue flicked in and about his mouth, alternating its landing between his tongue and lips. He knew the talents she possessed—talents capable of making him a very happy, albeit guilt-filled, man.
For the next two hours they made love as if Ceres were about to implode.
And then ragged, tired and limp, Dean sauntered off after a brief attempt at cuddling.
“Got to check where we are. I’m still the designated pilot.”
Carol drank in the sight of his long, lanky frame from a rearview. On her knees, she crawled behind him to keep pace. When she reached him, she slapped his ass. He yelped, a mixture of angst and delight.
“I agree, Dean. The rover can’t control everything.”
He fought to regain his bearings. Come on now. This was a mistake. But it’s time to right your course. You’ve got a wife. . . .
“Looks like the rover piloted us to a nice soft patch of land. Well, we’ll make camp here—tomorrow. Right now I’ve got to get some rest.”
He nearly ran for the top bunk, knowing its circumference would not accommodate a guest.
Before Carol knew it, the lights had dimmed. She had nearly gotten what she came for. For now, she would take the bottom bunk, but bottom was not where Carol Walker intended to stay.
The next day, Carol found Dean already working feverishly in the field. Digging up soil and placing it in holo-bags—pouches consisting only of energy waves—assured the scientist no contamination would result. He wished he could say the same for his marriage.
“Looks like I better get to work.” Carol patted Dean on the shoulder and trotted off to catalogue some nearby brush.
They worked for five hours in silence.
Finally, Dean, consumed with guilt, felt he needed to say something—either to explain his sudden distancing from Carol, or more pressing—to unload the heavy sack of guilt he was carrying for betraying his wife. Why had he given in to her? She was beautiful, yes, in a different way than Cindy. More voluptuous—bigger breasts—nice round ass—but still just another woman, and it wasn’t like he was going through a dry spell. He had been having the most sex of his life for the last three months, ever since he and Cindy made Ceres their new home.
“I think we’ve got to talk about what happened last night.”
“Funny, I didn’t see you wanting to talk much last night.” He could hear the sarcasm in her tone. I better give her a compliment. Women can’t seem to get enough of them.
“I find you to be a beautiful, desirable woman. But I don’t want to break up your marriage.” There, that ought to work, logic.
“I must confess something, Dean. My marriage isn’t the best.”
Her eyes began searching his as if they were attempting to scan his soul.
He believed she was attempting to get him to concur, that maybe both of them had chosen the wrong lover. He couldn’t exactly disagree. He thought he had great sex with Cindy, but sex with Carol was mind-blowing. She was very talented with her tongue, still he loved his wife. He had no doubt she should be the mother of his child. But he felt Carol coming closer to him, as if he were a magnet. He perceived her to be closer than she was physically was. Her allure, her warm kisses, her scent . . . He had to admit it was intoxicating. A gentle breeze rustled long grass surrounding them.
“I think we should just complete our mission and forget last night ever happened.”
“Your words tell me one thing, but your body language tells me another.”
Her mischievous dark eyes were affixed to his midsection.
And in an instant, Carol had honed in on her victim.
One minute she was crouched over a bush, the next minute her body was pressed against his.
“Tell me you don’t want more,” Her hand gripped his crotch.
“I . . . do . . . you know . . . it’s just that . . . we’re . . .”
He felt he had fallen into her mouth and had become swallowed whole by her being. It was seductive, erotic and mesmerizing.
Their hands began exploring. There would no more need for holo-bags today.
They somehow ended up in the rover after what seemed like a thousand kisses later. They made love on the floor, exploring new positions—him behind her, on top of her; her on top of him. And finally, when Dean felt like he couldn’t hold back any longer, finding he had literally gone around Carol’s world, he was now back on top of her in the missionary position, trying his best to hold back.
His thrusts were slowing. Carol felt the heat rise off of him.
“Come on, baby, let me have it.”
He jerked back.
“Don’t pull out . . . please I beg you. I hated when you did that last night.”
“I don’t want to. Umm . . . do you have protection?”
“Why, of course.”
She stated it matter-of-fact, creating an air of disbelief.
How could she? I mean it’s odd—we’re all here to make babies, not stop them. And if she really did have it, she must have planned this all along . . .
And the epiphany hit him harder than yesterday’s rocky ride.
She wants a baby?
Before he could pull back again, Carol’s hands were fastened about his waist. “Come into me . . . come into me . . . please!”
He yelled, “Oh God!” and he came violently into her, his body not only shuddering from the physical intensity but from the weight of what he may have just created. Another wave of guilt rolled over Dean, but this time it came with company—panic, shock, disbelief.
Dean found the shower had not cleansed him. He hadn’t even felt the water, in fact. Too many thoughts flooded his mind.
I could have explained one time as a mistake—a weakness—but twice? And now I may have gotten her pregnant.
They agreed to shower and have a lunch break before resuming cataloging. Dean estimated they still had another five hours of daylight.
But then things went very black in the rover.
Carol, now locked in the rover’s bath, screamed for Dean.
“Hey, that’s not funny.”
The soap stung her eyes, blinding her. She fumbled for a towel.
No response from Dean.
He stuck his head out the rover’s door to attempt to let some light in.
Great, it’s raining. The weathernet forecasted no such disturbance today. Just what we need: a power failure and a torrential downpour.
Back inside, Carol managed to fumble for the faucet controls. She stopped the shower and yelled for Dean again. All voice-activated controls were offline as well.
This time Dean answered, but his voice was muffled.
“You’ll have to see if you can unlock the door manually from the inside.”
She struggled to hear, soap still clinging to her ears and hair.
Carol waited for another minute to pass, hoping Dean would either find a way to free her from the bath or that the power would come back online.
Outside the bath, Dean slammed his fist into the metal-plated door.
Damn, why do they make these doors so impenetrable? And where is the backup generator? “Computer, are you still able to hear me?” He listened, but no response came. He began furiously to wiggle the door lever up and down.
Maybe good old-fashioned panic will work.
She felt a pleasant sensation on her neck.
He must have found a way in. And now he wants to resume where he left off.
She let him continue sucking on her, her back toward him.
“Yes, don’t stop. Mmm . . . it feels sooo gooood.”
And then she heard a strange sound intermingled with what sounded like an attempt to break down the door. Her mind tried to place it. It was a chirping sound; coming through in staccato bursts . . . clack, clack, and clack.
She hadn’t heard him make this sound before, but then everybody keeps secrets . . . but what about the repeated pounding at the door?
She wheeled around, but discerned no figure or form before her—only blackness.
Engulfed in terror, she whimpered his name. “Dean! Dean, please . . .”
The response came in the form of a slap.
She felt the sting on her cheek. Her left hand reached up to check for blood and was intercepted by a sticklike object.
Again, another blow landed, this time on her right cheek.
Gasping for breath, she had no strength to ward off her attacker who now began pushing her backward until she felt the cold hard force of wall stop her momentum.
Tears flooded her eyes, still stinging with soap.
The lights. Where are the frickin’ lights?
Now pinned against the wall, she felt something begin to brush up against her midsection. Something pliant, yet hard-skinned, something she never wished on her worst enemy began fumbling, the appendage lowered, seeking her sex.
She tried to slap it away and when she did, it came at her full force, like a runaway truck, slamming her into the wall so hard her head emitted a soft cracking sound. Woozy, she imagined someone was using the showerhead and hose against her. She had a good idea who that someone was. . . .
So you set me up in here, huh Dean? Too chickenshit to tell your wife about us so you had to sneak up on me in the dark like a coward.
It was to be her last thought.
Her attacker swung her back and forth, up and down, left and right. She was limp as a ragdoll, unconscious to the fact that her body was being brutally beaten against the bathroom wall.
Finally, something popped and a tearing sound ensued. Her attacker separated her left arm from her body.
And in another instant, Dean Flavin found himself staring into a blinding, crystallizing shard of light. It winked out of existence. And power came back on.
But the illumination was quite unwelcome, for Dean Flavin found his mistress sprawled out on the bathroom floor colored in purple and crimson, the right side of her skull caved in, one eye fixated on him in an accusatory manner. He had no clue as to how long he had been standing there, or when he finally managed to pry the door open.
He broke the gaze only to find her left arm was completely missing.
Dean’s stomach flipped. He spilled his breakfast all over the floor.
At noontime the next day, the rover limped into Reliance Point.
Dean Flavin stumbled out into harsh sunlight. He found a young woman reading him his rights and pinning handcuffs to his wrists.
The twenty-six-year-old crime scene investigator handed Flavin off to a man dressed in a black uniform and armed with a phaser pistol. She exhaled a sigh and stepped back into the rover to survey the gruesome remains of Carol Walker.
Today, Sharon Laviolette processed her first crime scene on Ceres.
Chapter 2
One day earlier . . .
“So are you nervous about meeting the androids?”
Samuel Benson shifted his body backward, pushing himself against the farthermost reaches of the recliner. He lolled his head to the left, to the right. Finally, a smirk emerged on his face. Sandra Morton knew that look all too well. It was the look Sam gave her when he realized she was messing with his head.
“Sandra, don’t get me all charged up now. I vowed to give those . . . beings a chance.”
“There; you said it, Sam. Not so hard, was it?” Seated next to him on the recliner, she twisted her body enough to meet his gaze head-on.
Yet Sam didn’t flinch. He was a former New Yorker after all, never afraid to look danger—or his fiancé—in the eye. He and Sandra Morton met while working as crime scene investigators in Richmond, Virginia. It was there, nearly four years ago that they solved one of the world’s biggest murder cases, exposing the head of the former World Aeronautics Association as a conspirator in the murder of three space tech employees.
Now sprawled out on a coach, it reminded Sam of old times. Nights they spent planning, talking, holding hands on a couch, excited to relocate to Ceres to head the first off-world crime unit. But now the couch wasn’t in Virginia; it was in space. The pair cuddled in the recreation room of the United Space Faring Coalition transport Majestic. Each silently bracing themselves for the big day tomorrow, when they would take their first steps on a new planet. No matter how many stories one heard, and at least 500 of them were available on videodisc, the first steps on Ceres would always be an individual experience. None of the 500 plus colonists already making a home on Ceres could recount their experience in enough vivid detail to make Sam feel their joy, exhilaration, trepidation—or simple relief—that his and Sandra’s long sojourn in space had come to an end. Sam Benson didn’t need a machine to feel emotion. And because of this, Sam Benson did not trust machines or androids, period. To him, machines would never be capable of experiencing true human emotion. How could a man teach or even integrate all the complex nuances into them? And despite what Dr. McElroy had illegally accomplished—the transference of human engrams into artificial circuitry via chemicals—any attempt to do so was just asking for trouble. No wonder one of the androids behaved psychotically. You can’t tell me the bad influence of its human engrams were solely responsible for its behavior. Machines were simply never meant to share these similarities with humans.
Yet, Sandra Morton did try to convince Sam otherwise, citing Linda Dougherty’s transcripts taken from her best selling nonfiction novel, Iron Constitution.
Sandra looked forward to meeting Linda, the woman who kept McElroy’s controversial plan under wraps from her fellow civilians. She and nine civilians were en route to Ceres at the time, and like Sam and Sandra, they expected to find little more than peace and tranquility on the newly settled planet. But when the android bearing the likeness of engineer Mikola Petrovsky threatened to kill all the colonists, Linda divulged her secret, alerting the colonists there was a way to shutdown the androids, but at a price—because all of them left had lost their special essence, the human biology they had carried in the process.
Now, years later the thought of the unthinkable steeped itself in the deep recesses of Sam Benson’s mind, brewing there, just waiting for his distrustful nature to launch its venomous hatred back into motion. Sandra knew Sam carried it in his mind. She did her best to avoid the subject. But now, as they neared the planet, she needed to know if Sam did indeed possess the strong prejudice he harbored three years ago.
“What do you want me to say?” Sam asked Sandra, hands raised above his head in futility.
They continued staring at each a moment longer.
“Okay, I still don’t trust them—with or without human engrams—but I am still an investigator, and I will uphold my oath to the colonists and all those back home on Earth. Everybody’s rights will be respected. There—is that enough, Sandra?”
“Yes, Sam.” Yet her face conveyed a wry contortion of her mouth. I guess it will have to be. Anyway, I’m probably worrying for nothing. We’ll all probably just be twiddling our thumbs.
“So how about our new team member? How do you think she’ll work out?” Sam silently congratulated himself for redirecting the conversation.
“Oh, I’m sure she’ll be fine.” She sighed.
Sam knew where her sigh was heading. Sandra wouldn’t technically be his partner anymore. Both received promotions regarding their new assignments. Morton would become the planet’s chief Medical Examiner, and Benson would no longer be just a CSI, but a full-fledged detective. Sandra, glad to be utilizing her medical degree, completed the final requirements to become an ME by studying on board the Majestic—performing autopsies on holocadavers. She had only artificial intelligence to thank for making such a thing possible. The precise replication of the tissue, organs and neural circuitry astounded Sandra. She swore the vics on her autopsy table were the real thing. But Benson, true to his nature, never showed a hint of gratitude to the technology. I just hope when she cuts into the real thing one day, she doesn’t get sick all over herself.
Benson kept this thought to himself, probably saving his engagement and his bodily health in the process.
“Well, I for one have to admire her dedication.”
Sam didn’t have to explain. Sandra knew Sharon Laviolette chose to relocate to the new planet sans husband or significant other.
“I just hope she considered all her options.”
“I’m sure she did. Everybody had to pass a battery of psych exams.”
“Don’t remind me, Sam. I thought those days were over when we became CSIs.”
Sam smiled and began playing with a strand of Sandra’s dark brown hair. He could make out a few speckles of gray in it. In a way, he found the encroachment of gray comforting. He was in the company of a mature woman, one five years his senior. He could always rely on her maturity to provide worthy advice. Yet, to whom would CSI Laviolette turn to in times of doubt?
Sandra noticed the worried lines scattered about Sam’s forehead.
“Hey, she’ll be fine. She’ll have a good mentor.”
“I know, Sandra.” They both embraced in a hug.
“I know you always have good intentions at heart, Sam; but just remember, don’t be too overprotective. You could scare her.”
“You mean like I scared my sister away.”
Benson’s overprotective nature eventually pushed his younger sister, Mandy, away from him. He began his career fifteen years earlier in his native New York. As a young CSI, Benson often found it hard to stomach the brutal nature of the city’s crimes, and given the fact they often took place in his childhood neighborhood, Benson’s concern for his family only increased.
“I really gave my sis some inquisitions back then. Where were you? Who were you with? Don’t you know there are knife-wielding maniacs out there?” He laughed softly. “I only did it for her good.”
Sandra patted his back. “I know. I experienced your overprotective nature once or twice myself.”
Sam realized this stubborn side of him both repelled and attracted Sandra. Despite claims she could handle herself, Sam saw the gratitude in Sandra’s eyes whenever he doggedly insisted she never take any unnecessary risks on the job—at least not without backup; or to be more precise—his backup. She did appreciate his concern, his attention—his diligence. And soon those looks told each of the CSIs they were most than just partners, but also lovers. Sam stretched his legs and redirected the conversation back to the young CSI.
“So this Laviolette is really committed. Even more committed than me, come to think of it. I mean, I never planned on marriage but I always foresaw that one day I would meet the girl of my dreams. It only stands to figure, since I worked in big cities with large populations.”
“So you’re worried about Laviolette?”
“Not worried.” He stopped to raise his right index finger, it pointed at the ceiling like a gun. “Concerned.”
“I agree. Everybody coming to the planet is already coupled. Maybe she had some bad experiences with men.”
“Who says it was with men?” Sam chuckled at his fiancé’s expense. “I mean, Sandra, I’m just trying to keep an open mind here.”
Sandra vacated her chair without notice.
“Where are you going?”
“Just to the food processor. I need some coffee. Want some?”
“Sure thing. Good ol’ coffee.” Made from molecularly replicated beans, he thought.
As Morton watched the brown liquid pour into her cup, she nearly laughed aloud. Sam’s accent made coffee sound like cawfee.
She conceded his New York accent was endearing to her. She wondered how a certain degree of gruffness could actually be attractive. Maybe it was because she never had to doubt Sam’s sincerity. He let his opinions fly, never held back, never sugar-coated his words to provide a temporary veil of comfort.
She strutted back to the couch with two cups of espresso in hand, one steaming—the other a bit more tepid.
“Here Sam, I believe the cup behaving like an erupting volcano would be yours.”
Sam winced, the steam nearly made his eyes water.
“Well, I don’t like my cawfee to send smoke signals, but I do prefer it warm.”
Morton knew Sam was alluding to her penchant for drinking lukewarm coffee. “I think it tastes better a little less hot.”
Morton watched Benson take a gulp. If it burned his mouth, he didn’t flinch.
He wondered, as his tongue began to sear, if the little differences between the two would ever cause a consequential rift in their relationship. They had faced death every day. A little thing like preferring coffee hot or lukewarm, shouldn’t matter much in the long run. Or would it?
Sam also began to wonder if Sandra’s initial opposition to bearing children would ebb and wane. She cited their jobs as a prime reason for not having children. “We will eventually be exposing them to the worst sides of humanity,” she had said. “We won’t be able to shield them from our jobs forever.”
Sam knew Sandra had a valid point. But even though they were immune from the requirements to bear children, those in public service were not mandated to procreate, Sam believed it was only natural to follow marriage with children. Saturday would be their big day. He and Sandra agreed to a ceremony on Ceres and now that was only four days away.
As thoughts about children occupied Sam's mind, he couldn’t conceal the slight scowl forming on his face.
Cyberneticist Sedrak Abassian and his wife, Arista, an entomologist, made their way into the ‘rec’ room.
Benson didn’t really care for the production of any more automated beings. Sedrak entered the room carrying a cage filled with robo-bees.
Sedrak informed Sam, and every other soon to be colonist in earshot, of his divine plan to fortify the planet’s botanicals with artificial bees. Each of the fifty space farers suffered a detailed description of his pollination plan on more than one occasion.
Sam willed himself to keep calm. It was enough the man spoke incessantly about his creations, but it was quite another thing to see the little insects buzzing about a holocage.
“Are you sure those things can’t get out?”
“Yes, Sam. Well . . . unless there’s a disruption to the energy field about the cage,” Sedrak answered.
Sam grunted, and Sandra elbowed him in the ribs.
“But even if they were to get loose, they wouldn’t harm you. They act perfectly like real bees. They will only sting you if you threaten them.”
“Sting?” Sam’s reaction invited another joust to the ribs.
“That’s going to leave a nasty mark come morning, dear.”
Sam enjoyed Sandra’s discomfort for a moment. But Sandra was laughing on the inside, amused by a sudden thought. You can’t take the New Yorker out of the boy. But I wonder . . . if someone like Abassian ever tried to recreate an artificial version of Sam—would they be able to duplicate his innate gift for bluntness?
Chapter 3
Benson and Morton watched a view screen as the Majestic closed in on its destination. An obsidian tower, 175 meters in height, tipped to the left, then to the right, as the transport engaged landing maneuvers. A docking ring ran in circular circumference around the midway point of the tower, and attached to the ring were several pylons equipped to hold massive ships in suspension.
“Aren’t you glad we’re not landing on the ground?” Sandra Morton patted Sam Benson’s backside. “I know how motion sickness affects you.”
Sam ran his right hand through his closely cropped blond hair and exhaled.
“I’ll be okay.” He feigned a weak smile.
The couple, along with all other occupants on the ship, were belted into place for the landing, all supplied with their own personal viewing monitors to observe the historic occasion—the beginning of their new lives on Ceres.
“So we finally made it, Sandra.” Color began to reform on Sam’s cheeks. Moments earlier they were blanch white. But now the Majestic steadied its course and began to synch itself up with an empty pylon.
Sandra smiled back, but inside she realized what Sam really meant. They made it to their destination, true; but it wasn’t so much a physical place San was referring to. It was a life choice. The marriage would be on Saturday. The ‘M’ word echoed in Sandra’s ears. The finality of this conception—marriage—bore a lump in her throat. Her smile faded away, and she turned her head hoping Sam didn’t discern the alteration in her mood. She was upbeat ever since the AI pilot ordered everyone to prepare for landing. Even Sam smiled. But Sandra believed his elation was over the robo-bees and the imminent departure of them and their creator, Sedrak Abassian. Sandra didn’t need to hear Sam’s private thoughts. I know Sam is eager to distance himself from this man and his artificial bees. I just hope our living quarters won’t be in close proximity. The automated voice of the pilot then announced docking was complete and that all passengers may head for the ship’s portside exit bay.
“Pretty soon we’ll get to see our new digs, Sandra.”
Twenty minutes later all the passengers, save Morton and Benson, filed from an interconnecting docking bay into a tube-shaped elevator that brought them to the planet’s surface. Each of the ship’s occupants obeyed a roll call announced by the AI. Benson and Morton were called last.
“I wonder why we’re exiting last.” Sandra questioned.
“Oh, they’re probably going to give us the royal treatment, Sandra. They might need extra time to roll out the red carpet.”
Sandra waved her hand at Sam to let him know his sarcastic comments were not appreciated. He dropped his eyes to the floor and fumbled to put his hand into hers. She gripped it tightly without hesitation. He nearly dared to meet her eyes; they sparkled, reminding him of the diamond wedding ring she would wear at the wedding. I just hope all our arguments will be petty ones from now on, he thought.
The elevator tube invited Sam’s motion sickness to return with a vengeance as it dropped without warning upon their entrance.
Sam closed his eyes. The ground was coming on fast. His head swam, and he clutched his stomach. He kept his eyes closed vice-tight. The glass structure of the tube afforded an amazing view of Ceres—including all of Reliance Point and a nearby ocean, curiously colored in rich tones of red and purple.
And seconds later, the ride was over. Sam limped out of the elevator, knees nearly buckling.
When he looked up, the dour faces of a young woman dressed in a blue jumpsuit and two musclebound men in black suits were staring back at him and Sandra.
“What’s wrong?” Sandra asked without hesitation.
The woman in the blue suit answered. “I wish there was time for more formal introductions. I am CSI Sharon Laviolette.” She extended her hand quickly to Sandra, but avoided Sam’s. He still appeared to be wavering and fighting to retain his balance. “Pleased to meet both of you,” she sighed. “We began a murder investigation yesterday. We hope, with your assistance, we can bring the killer to justice quickly—before we have to alert the new arrivals of the unfortunate circumstance.”
Sandra admired the young woman’s poise and tact. She requested the ship’s AI pilot to have her and Sam disembark last so as not to cause a disturbance.
“I suggest we go to police headquarters immediately so you can brief us, Ms. Laviolette.”
Sharon offered a curt smile and motioned the detectives toward a waiting vehicle. Sam cleared his throat. “Yeah, right. We should do that right away.” Sandra shot a warning glance at her pale white lover. A glance Sharon Laviolette did not fail to notice.
"Great, another journey," Sam muttered underneath his breath as Sharon watched the couple enter the air coach.
Sam hoped to enjoy a nice hot shower followed by some passionate lovemaking after their sojourn. He wondered if Sandra was even fazed by the abrupt call to duty. So she’ll be conducting her first autopsy within 24 hours of our arrival. Well, crime never took a holiday back on Earth.
Minutes later the coach delivered its three occupants to a white obelisk-shaped building. This looks more like a church than a precinct, Sam thought. He believed Sandra’s quizzical gaze held the same sentiment.
Grateful their meeting would take place on the first floor, Sam lost his pallor and took on a more healthy tone. He pulled out chairs for both of his female colleagues. “Ladies . . .”
A shy and almost disbelieving smile crept across Sharon’s face. She locked eyes with Sam, who noticed what he believed to be her appreciation.
“Where exactly did the murder take place?” Sandra asked abruptly.
Get it together Benson. You’re the detective now. You should be asking the questions. He immediately broke his gaze with Sharon and took his seat between the two females. All three assumed the same body posture, backs straight, hands folded, ready to begin the investigation.
A whirring sound ensued just before a holographic picture began to form immediately atop the glass table. A miniaturized model of the crime scene displayed where the rover was parked during the slaying. Lime green numbers flashed above the model, indicating the exact longitude and latitude.
“This happened near a mountain range,” Sharon began.
“The victim, Carol Walker—a botanist—was paired with geologist Dean Flavin to conduct a field survey. They were attempting to catalog the site to determine its suitability for colonization. As you might or might not have noticed, things are getting pretty crowded in Reliance Point.” She paused to smile at both Benson and Morton, who immediately began to understand why Laviolette had pursued this field.
Laviolette approached the investigation with a no nonsense attitude, yet at the same time she also excelled in people skills. Sandra silently wished Sam might learn a thing or two about civility from Sharon.
Laviolette pointed at the holo model and it shimmered, revealing the interior of the vehicle. The detectives studied very detailed and graphic depiction of the bath where Carol Walker died.
“You’ll notice her left arm is missing,” Sharon continued. “We did a sensor sweep for any human organic matter—encompassing a 25 kilometer radius from where the rover was stationed and along its route to and from the survey site. We have come up empty so far. We have no clue as to where the appendage is.”
Sam nodded his head up and down slowly. He spared Sharon the obvious question. Suspect’s not talking, I gather.
“Well, CSI Laviolette I think sensor sweeps are just grand but tomorrow you and I are going to take a little trip to the murder scene. I want to see the area firsthand—up close and personal.”
“Certainly, Detective Benson.”
“And I have one more request.” He turned to look at Sandra then Sharon. “I say we refer to each other on a first name basis.”
Sharon’s disbelieving smile began to form again. She nodded and turned her head quickly back to the holograph. Sandra, disrupted by her reaction, peered another second at Sharon trying to determine if the woman was blushing.
Sharon continued her briefing, noting that Walker definitely had sex with the suspect Dean Flavin just prior to her demise. However, she found no other biological traces of Flavin on the exterior of Carol’s body. Furthermore, Dean exhibited no bruising or scarring to indicate a struggle had ensued. The investigators all shook their heads in unison, wondering how Carol succumbed to such a brutal beating without putting up a fight. Flavin only complained his right shoulder was very sore from his repeated attempts to knock down the locked bathroom door. This fact raised more suspicion. Benson began to surmise Flavin intentionally threw his shoulder into a wall to sustain the injury, making it appear he was outside the bath fighting to gain entry into the room where Carol was being murdered. But Sandra argued Sam’s theory didn’t quite make sense, since Flavin had fallen into silent despair since his arrest, offering no statement as to whether he killed his colleague or not. All agreed the confirmation of sexual intimacy suggested motive, yet Sharon reminded them they could not technically put Flavin in the room at the exact time of Carol’s death. In fact, all video including the rover’s internal chronometer was offline because of the temporary power outage.
Sam asked if any engineers on the planet had determined why the failure occurred. Sharon said she requested the voluntary services of several qualified technicians who were all but pulling apart the rover at the seams to determine the cause. She laughed, noting they approached the task with the glee of small children, full of vigor to solve the puzzle. Sam and Sandra laughed at Sharon’s insight, realizing they too were often just as zealous when solving homicides.
“I guess we all love to put puzzles together,” Sam reflected, gazing on the holograph. Sharon nodded.
Sam’s spontaneous comment and Sharon’s acknowledgement further caught Sandra off guard. She rarely observed Sam making any social attempt to bond with others. She began to wonder, stealing a quick look at Sharon’s expression—which flitted from placidness to exuberance—if the new crime fighting pair was indeed sharing some kind of vibe. More importantly, was this connection on a professional or personal level?
Sandra left the room perplexing over the new mysteries; allowing her mind to run wild with theories, just like she did when she worked as a CSI back in Richmond, Virginia. But come tomorrow, Sandra knew all too well she would no longer be that field investigator anymore. Tomorrow she would find herself locked up in a sterile lab, examining the deceased’s body as if it were a puzzle, waiting for it to give her clues about her killer. Tomorrow, Sam and Sharon would be paired together, just like Carol Walker and Dean Flavin had been. But even if she were confined to a lab, far away from Sam, she knew their connection over the recent years could not, and would not be severed over a little thing like distance. And when the meeting adjourned, and the investigators convened briefly outside in the warm Ceres air, Sandra Morton swore she felt a chill run up her spine. She dismissed the chill as being attributable to tomorrow’s inaugural autopsy. She was more than prepared to dissect and examine a body thanks to the long three-year journey aboard the Majestic. And upon further diagnosis, as she and Sam rode in silence to their new home, Sandra realized the chill signified a doubt about her future relationship with the man now heading the crime unit of Ceres. The oncoming twilight of the Ceres night only further enhanced her surreal feelings about the upcoming wedding. Could it only be three days away, when forensic examination and homicidal puzzles competed to steal her big day’s thunder?
Chapter 4
“Be careful out there.”
Sandra’s parting words, uttered two hours earlier rang in Sam Benson’s head, sounding ominous and implying some polemical argument that something or someone other than Dean Flavin might be responsible for Carol Walker’s demise. Radical. Sandra rarely poses a theory not supported by evidence. The thought lingered in Sam’s mind as he and Sharon Laviolette made their way to the crime scene in an air coach. Maybe that’s why she said nothing more on the subject. She always implored me to follow protocol back in Richmond. But maybe she can think outside the box after all. Possibly she always has, but only dared to vocalize her theory this morning, knowing she would no longer be around to cover my back, just in case her suppositions did prove to be correct.
Sam told Sandra not to worry before he left. He kissed her on the cheek and pointed to his weapon holstered on his belt.
“Anyone looking for trouble out there is going to develop a very personal relationship with my phaser gun.”
The joke nearly roused a smiled out of Sandra.
She hugged him and quickly resumed packing a kit to take to her new lab office. Imagining she would be logging some long hours there, she assembled a kit complete with toiletries, extra clothing and a holographic frame for pictures. Sam dared not press Sandra further regarding the upcoming wedding. He hoped between now and Saturday they would complete the final arrangements for the marriage ceremony. He knew Sandra needed to get this first autopsy out of the way. It was an unspoken need. He read it on her face, just like he learned to interpret the silence of the many perpetrators he and Sandra interrogated over the years. What they struggled not to say, lurked just behind their eyes, sometimes burning brightly as if a fire had broken out in their minds and they were struggling to retain it. But Benson could read these thoughts; not because he was a psychic, but because he possessed a natural gift for reading the human soul. The thought of upholding justice on a world where beings other than humans existed was an intimidating one. How would he read the mind of an android? Could he see behind their eyes and read what they dared not reveal? Sam believed these creatures were soulless and because of this, he believed he was not capable of seeing their truth. He began to wonder who Sandra warned him to watch out for. Was it the androids? Or something else?
His train of thought derailed when Sharon suddenly asked a question.
“So how did you sleep?”
“Oh, I went out like a light as soon as my head hit the pillow. You know, what with all the excitement of landing on a new planet and of course the troubling news about the murder.”
“Of course.” Sam thought he heard a hint of disbelief in her tone.
Did she think I did something more last night? Is she surreptitiously trying to pry into my love life?
He turned the tables on her.
“How did you sleep? You know, what with your first murder case on Ceres and our journey to the crime scene.”
“I guess I fell asleep like a rock myself. I don’t even remember dreaming.”
Sam laughed.
“Is that funny?”
“No. It’s just something Sandra said before I left this morning. She sort of warned me to watch my back. I don’t know if it’s former partner talk seeping through or if she really meant we have to worry about our safety out there.”
“We’ll know soon enough. I estimate we’ll arrive at our destination in forty minutes.”
Now it was Sharon’s turn to smile mischievously.
“Okay what are you smiling about?”
“You looked positively air sick yesterday at the landing. But today, despite the ride in an air coach you look pretty fine.”
Pretty fine, Sam thought. What is she implying?
“I appreciate you keeping us at minimum altitude Sharon. But come to think of it, I don’t really think my motion sickness has anything to do with heights. It really seems only to kick in during sudden drops or when the ship veers too much to either side.” Much like life’s unexpected twists and turns.
“So thank the AI pilot, Sam—not me.”
His face grimaced into a scowl. “Not going to happen.”
“You are not a fan of technology, I take it.”
“Let me show you something.” Sam pulled the gun from his holster, holding it at chest level for Sharon to inspect.
“What kind of issue is that? I’ve never seen that style.”
“You probably wouldn’t have. It is special issue. I had it fashioned in the style of the Glocks investigators used back in the 20th century. It’s equivalent to the 9 mm guns police used some four hundred years ago. But unfortunately it doesn’t fire projectile weapons; it’s only capable of phased energy rectification.”
“So you’re a history buff, Sam?”
“Nah. I just appreciate the simpler times. Despite our technological advancements and forensic breakthroughs, I think crime solving was a much simpler process back on old Earth.”
“So what do you think she meant by it?”
“What?”
“Sandra’s cryptic warning—you know?”
“I shouldn’t have said anything. Just conduct your investigation as you normally would.” Sam paused to scratch his chin. “I’m still perplexed about the rover’s power outage, though.”
“It does seem odd. Do you think Flavin somehow engineered it to happen?”
“That’s possible. But I’m beginning to wonder what would happen if a larger scale outage occurred. Would we be able to defend ourselves?”
“That’s unlikely. The integral structure of our holohomes is dependent on a nuclear reactor. A power failure is as likely as Ceres' sun going supernova.”
“So you mean there’s no chance one of our walls might just suddenly dissipate into thin air, leaving me exposed to the prying eyes of a neighbor?”
Sharon expelled a hearty laugh from her diaphragm.
“What would you be doing that would invite such shame?”
Sam waved his hand at her and holstered his weapon.
“I mean, what if I’m sleeping or showering and an outage occurred? A real wall constructed of board and plaster would not leave me in such a vulnerable circumstance.”
“I guess you must have that dream, the one where you're standing in front of people in your underwear.”
Sam stuttered. He immediately thought it might be best to refrain from further fraternizing. He wondered if Sharon took an interest in him.
“What were you going to say, Sam?”
“I feel kinda foolish. I must have slept through the engineering classes we had on Ceres architecture. Come to think of it, I now vaguely recall a lecture about how they transported the reactor on one of the transport ships.”
“Don’t get me wrong, Sam. I’m not a fan of nuclear dependence, but I don’t see any other alternative to power all the communes that suddenly sprang up in the last few years. It seems harnessing energy via solar panels just doesn’t work on a grand scale.” She turned to look at Sam. “Oh, I’m sorry, I’m probably boring you.”
“No not at all. I wanted to say I’m glad to be working with you. I liked the way you handled the publicity end of the case yesterday. You hopefully saved a lot of newcomers from a lot of anguish.”
Sharon’s face turned dour. She bit her lower lip before speaking. “But what good will postponing the inevitable do if we can’t confirm Flavin’s the killer?”
Her query silenced Sam for the remainder of the journey.
Upon landing, the investigators went to work bagging soil samples.
“That’s odd.” Sam felt the consistency of soil extracted about one meter below the surface.
“Here look at this Sharon. It’s kind of damp.”
“Did it rain out here?”
“It could have. Come to think of it, the rover did seem to be carrying some kind of condensation of its roof. I just didn’t give it much thought. That explains why there are almost no footprints to be found here.”
Sam continued peering at the bag.
“So what do you think this will tell us?”
“Maybe nothing; maybe everything.”
Sharon responded to a signal chiming on Sam’s datanet. The communication device lit up, and an automated voice announced an incoming transmission from prosecutor Dale Brugman. The device accepted Sam’s audio command to display a video/audio image.
“I was looking forward to introducing myself in person, Mr. Benson, but I’m afraid I must interrupt your investigation.”
“Certainly Mr. Brugman. What can I do for you?”
“I need you to tell me if you have any more conclusive evidence that Dean Flavin is Carol Walker’s killer. I’ve gone over all the evidence CSI Laviolette has exhibited and I’ve got to say it’s not very damning. In fact, it does little more than place Flavin at the scene and expose his adultery. But other than that, I don’t think it will sway a jury to convict him.”
“That’s why I’m analyzing the crime scene as we speak, Mr. Brugman. Maybe some of that damning evidence you speak of will crop up.”
Sharon turned away to conceal a smile. I hate lawyers as well.
“Now Mr. Brugman, our new ME Sandra Morton should have conclusive results as to the cause of the death, possibly later today.”
Brugman interrupted.
“That’s another concern of mine. Whether Ms. Walker died of trauma or blood loss is a moot point. Either way, the injuries she sustained were quite extraordinary. I mean she was thrown around the bath like a rag doll from what CSI Laviolette reports. And furthermore, could Flavin have amputated her arm from her being without the aid of tools? The pictures I’m looking at don’t show any scarring to indicate any sawing or cutting instrument was used. So tell me, Mr. Benson, how did this lanky, yet skinny, man summon the strength to pull Walker’s arm out of its socket?”
“I’ll note your concerns, Mr. Brugman.”
“Good, because if you can’t provide more conclusive evidence in the next 48 Ceres hours we are releasing Flavin and dropping the charges.”
Sam nodded, fighting to retain composure. So bureaucracy has a new home on Ceres.
The communication ended, and Sandra’s cryptic message pushed itself to the forefront of Sam’s thoughts.
I hate to admit it, but Brugman may be right.
“Sam, can he do this?”
“Yes, he can.” Sam began to chew on his lower lip. “We’ve got to finish processing this scene ASAP. Then I’ve got to go talk to Sandra. Maybe there’s some small bit of information to keep Flavin from walking.”
Sharon nodded and resumed processing.
Sam bent down to retrieve another sample, but before he did he dared a quick peek over his left shoulder. Is there another suspect? The idea ate at Sam because his first instinct told him maybe an android was capable of this. He surveyed and photographed the area with field goggles, finding no evidence of footprints about the area whatsoever. He could only discern the heavy tread marks left by the rover. The rain must have washed away Flavin and Walker’s shoeprints—and maybe they also washed away someone else’s tracks.
At the moment, Sam could not formulate how one of the androids might have been capable of committing the act, with the crime scene being so far from Reliance Point, but he was well aware of the android’s super strength and endurance. Maybe one popped in and out of the overhead airshaft of the bath, Sam thought. It might have been able to slip by Flavin’s notice in the dark. It could easily cover the distance from Reliance Point to here on foot if necessary.
But before Sam could formulate any more radical theories another incoming communication demanded his immediate attention. His hand-held datanet danced in a wave of Prussian blue. The shade of the color reminded him of a dye used to indicate the presence of copper. He waited anxiously, heart pounding in his chest, wondering what element or more succinctly, what piece of the puzzle he and Laviolette might now be exposed to. An automated voice announced the communiqué would be broadcast in the form of video mail.
In accordance with Carol Walker’s living will, the following message is being publicly broadcast on all Ceres frequencies.
“If you’re watching this it means I’ve passed on. Hopefully I led a long and productive life.” She paused and a tear dripped down her cheek. “It’s because of ‘productivity’ that I bring you this posthumous message. Dear son, or daughter . . .” She paused again, this time a smile fighting through her tears. “I want you to know you were loved very much. I also need you to know you were not the offspring of my lawful husband. I can only hope this revelation does not bring you despair. But I needed to take a risk—to tell you the man I married and came to Ceres with is . . . he’s not who he says he is. I don’t believe too much detail is required—only that I could not bring myself to bear children with that man. He has kept a secret from us all. A secret cultivated back on Earth and allowed to flourish in a cloaked existence on Ceres. I don’t know exactly who he is really is, but his deceit sickened me. And even though he may have had just purpose to lie to me, and all you fellow citizens of Ceres, I hope a peaceful, yet just resolution can be achieved at this time. He does deserve to be punished for his deceit. Again, I do not know the extent of it. Maybe it was merely a deception to gain passage to Ceres. I cannot say for sure. But I do know one thing: I sensed it. I came to smell it on him, during the journey to Ceres and later my fears were confirmed when he indulged himself in clandestine meetings with one of the androids.” She shuddered. “I know I should have exposed him long ago. I was selfish. Despite the circumstances, I did feel—do feel—a part of Ceres. I wanted to raise my children there. And hopefully I have. So my beloved children, I bid you a final farewell. I apologize to any I have deceived along the way to meet my own selfish ends. I hope you all find a place in your hearts to forgive me. Goodbye.”
The screen blipped back to Benson’s screen saver—an image of the churchlike white obelisk precinct he recorded before takeoff.
Both Sam and Sharon took a moment to study each other’s faces.
Like the quiet before a storm, the silence quickly subsided giving way to a torrential onslaught of questions.
Sam took the liberty of going first.
“I wonder what else Mr. Flavin can tell us about Carol Walker’s marriage.”
Sharon cut in and continued his thought.
“Which was a sham; she so much as admitted he is not who he says he is. I’ve got to run an immediate DNA test.”
“And what about her insinuation about clandestine meetings with one of the androids?” Sam continued, barely registering his partner’s last concern.
Chapter 5
A half hour earlier . . .
Approaching the android’s residence, Sedrak Abassian felt his heart beat a little faster. His wife, Arista, felt his wrist nearly twitch as they walked hand-in-hand together up the walkway.
“These replication devices are just fantastic, Arista.” He pointed his hand down toward the pseudo marble construct of the walkway, coloring the pathway in hues of lavender and sapphire.
Arista jabbed her elbow playfully in Sedrak’s ribs.
“You can’t fool me. You’re excited, true. But not about this walkway.”
The staccato burst of sound he made in response gave Sedrak pause. It was a strange laugh. Nearly forced and not natural. He realized Arista could very well see through his façade.
“Okay. Okay. I’ve never met an android face-to-face, dear. Now come on, you can’t tell me your adrenaline levels aren’t a little bit peaked as well. In fact, I bet you’re just as anxious to make contact with Ceres’ famed bug, Ruby.”
She smiled back with genuine warmth.
“Any entomologist in these two galaxies would give their right arm to study such a find.” She began to explain—unnecessarily—about Ruby’s discovery. Everyone knew the story, but no one quite relished it the way Arista did. Aware of this, Sedrak acquiesced and settled himself to listen to the story for what seemed like the umpteenth time.
The first settlers found the fist-sized creature crawling its way out of frozen soil nearly four years ago, totally unharmed by the planet’s recent bout with radiation. More amazing was the bug’s ability to mimic surrounding colors.
“I can’t wait to see a personal demonstration of Ruby’s talents for myself.”
“Yes, it should be quite a light show, Arista. Well, that’s if it’s not afraid of us.”
“Nonsense. The colonists found Ruby does not change color to escape detection, he bathes in it to gain a better understanding of his surroundings.”
“I’m sorry I doubted you dear. Now should we stand in front of Mr. Starkman’s residence like two spies—or should we engage his doorbell?”
Sedrak pressed a button to the door’s right as Arista expelled a small sigh. Always a scientist, she thought. He never fails to get the last word.
The couple watched themselves on a video monitor. A voice welcomed them in as the door shimmered away, revealing a parlor complete with upholstered chairs, a couch and a plush, burgundy-colored rug. The chairs and couch sported a print of rose-colored tulips bathed in a background of chocolate brown.
Arista tapped her husband’s arm. “He’s quite the decorator.”
Sedrak nodded absently, more preoccupied with a shadow falling over the carpeting. He nearly gasped. It was everything he expected, yet nothing like he ever experienced. Behind him, a door refashioned itself to the doorframe.
James Starkman suddenly stood before them, hand extended, an inviting smile on his face. Arista had to nudge Sedrak in the ribs to keep him from gawking. A living android, in the flesh. I would never guess he was artificial, if I didn’t already know . . .
“Please excuse my husband, Mr. Starkman. We’re the Abassians. “It’s so good to finally meet you.” She offered her hand to the android. He grasped it in both of his. For a minute, she wondered if the android was going to kiss her hand but he released it and bowed his head to her.
“I would like to offer you tea and refreshments in my living area.” The couple followed his lead back to where he entered a small concave room. For a minute, Sedrak wondered if he would have to duck his head. Quite a difference from the previous room, maybe this more Spartan setting reflects the real James Starkman. A tray of refreshments sat on a mahogany coffee table set between two more couches. Starkman directed the Abassians to a loveseat, all contoured in Tyrian purple. A portrait of Alexander the Great bordered in a gold frame hung directly above it. Starkman seated himself opposite the couple on a similar sectional. Above his head hung a portrait of the Byzantine emperor, Justinian. A narrow passage segued this room with a kitchenette.
“You have a lovely home, Mr. Starkman.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Abassian.” The android rapped his fingers on his thigh. “Can I make a request?”
“Sure,” Sedrak answered with a rasp, his throat quite parched in anticipation of the meeting.
“Why don’t you both either call me James, or Starkman? I prefer less formal greetings.”
So he has likes and dislikes, Sedrak marveled. His eyes surveyed the room as if its decoration might reveal another personality trait of Starkman’s. He’s certainly fascinated by conquerors . . .
After an awkward minute passed, Sedrak suggested they use last names. “You know we scientists all call each other by our surnames.”
Arista interrupted. “But if he calls both of us Abassian dear, how will we know who he’s addressing?”
Sedrak blushed. His face began to resemble the shade of the couch’s upholstery.
“Oh right. Right, right . . .” His voice trailed off as the android and his wife waited for him to make some conclusive statement. When none came, the android bounced off his seat and began pouring tea from a white porcelain vase. The teacups were also porcelain, a bright white background accenting the red and yellow roses, all intertwined by vines.
Sedrak sipped and winked back at Starkman. “Great brew.”
The android smiled back with its left eyebrow slightly raised.
Great; I’m puzzling him. I’ve got to remember what I’m really here for.
Sedrak thanked the stars' creator when his wife initiated a conversation about Ruby. After the android filled her in about Ruby’s talents, he excused himself for a minute, returning with the bug encased in what appeared to be a clear glass case.
“Don’t worry,” the android comforted. His free hand began making circles in front of the glass. “It’s simply a force field. The bug can breathe freely.”
Arista patted her husband’s knee. “Such concern; I guess he’s kind of become like a pet to you.”
“Yes, you might say. But I also see Ruby as a colleague of sorts. It seems we’re both quite quizzical about each other’s nature. I’m attempting to learn his language. He emits staccato bursts of light from the ridges located just above his eyes.”
Sedrak gripped his wife’s right hand so tightly she almost shrieked in pain. She whispered in his right ear. “Contain your enthusiasm, sweetheart.” Back in the cage, Ruby transformed himself. The bug previously colored in red and black tones, now mimicked the room. His body reflecting lavender with a stripe of gold.
Sedrak nodded in amazement, his face again blushing, a color much like the bugs. Arista clapped her hands together and chortled.
“I have to say, I am also quite fascinated about you, Starkman.”
The android paused as if waiting for an explanation, somewhat caught off guard. He had been expecting the humans to continue their discussion about Ruby. I wonder who else they’re here to study, the android mused.
Meanwhile, Sedrak engaged in a personal communication with himself as well. I guess I better make myself clearer. Such a remarkable being; his facial expressions are so humanlike, he thought, believing the android managed to cast a suspicious glance at him. Shock and intrigue competed for his attention.
He gulped his next sip of tea, nearly gagging in the process. Arista patted his back.
“I’m sorry.” With a hoarse rasp in his voice, Sedrak attempted speech. His wife looked on, her face pale, fearing the cyberneticist might once again stick his foot in his mouth.
The android’s expression became pained during the interim, lines forming about his eyes. His mouth pouted. He set the cage on the coffee table without a word.
“I want to say that meeting you and the other androids is no doubt a highlight of my career. I’ve spent years working on the anatomical principles of movement, the integration of fine motor skills—biomechanics—and I must say Dr. McElroy’s work puts me to shame.”
An aura of silence engulfed the room. Arista rolled her eyes. Stupid me, Sedrak cursed. I’m treating it like an object.
“I thought you were here to help the seed the planet; you know, with your robo-bees.”
“Yes of course, Starkman. But you see no matter how much I have perfected the bee’s movements, I can’t seem to. . . .”
Arista nudged Sedrak again with her elbow.
“Dear,” she said, her eyes glazing on her husband. “Why don’t you explain the waggle mechanics to our gracious host?"
“Yes, of course! I have been able, after many years of laborious study of course, to engineer the bees with a choreographed waggle of sorts. It’s how the bees communicate with one other. Wait. I’ll show you.”
Sedrak left his seat and approached the center of the room. “You see, the bees sort of waggle, or shimmy, in relation to a straight line.” To Arista’s horror, Sedrak began to wiggle his hips, pretending to be a bee, nervously pointing an outstretched hand toward his seated wife. “You see, if the coffee table was a source of food, the bee would waggle and hover, alerting other companions to his find.” He continued swinging his hips, with both feet stationed to the rug. “I’m happy to say my robo-bees mimic this dance quite well. It’s almost comparative to how the ships dock here—they kind of dance around the pylons when they’re landing. Only the bees dance in a much more aggressive and chaotic fashion. But I digress. This waggle dance will enable all my bees to locate and pollinate Ceres flower population, not to mention the jumpstart it will provide for all dietary botanicals. I’m certain everyone will look forward to growing melons, pears and cucumbers with the advent of my creatures. I hear the food supply here is quite redundant, mostly processed grains and dairy.”
Starkman stared at the panting cyberneticist. “Yes, I’m sure the human colonists will quite welcome a change in diet.” The android said after a moment, almost seeming to respond out of embarrassment for Abassian.
Oh great I’ve offended him again. He probably doesn’t eat.
As if Starkman heard Sedrak, he continued, “I often partake of food myself, although it is not necessary for my survival. I’ve become quite fond of beef, though it’s rationed out because only so many steer have been cloned since our arrival.”
“What about fish?” Arista interjected.
“What about fish, Arista dear?” Sedrak asked, perplexed.
“The ocean must be full of them.”
The android responded to Arista’s query in an upbeat conversational tone. “Yes, it appears so. But they may not be safe to eat yet. A team surveys the nearest ocean, fifteen meters from here, on a schooner. They’re probably cataloguing their newest find as we speak.” The android’s eyes held a slight sparkle.
“Is that something you’d like to do? Explore?” Arista asked Starkman.
“I haven’t given it much thought. I divide my time between studying Ruby, aiding in home construction and piloting the starships docked here.”
“So all the other androids live coupled, Starkman?”
“No, not all, Sedrak. The fishing expedition is led by a female android. There are, however, three couples sharing residences as life partners. One of the couples created an android baby.”
“And you?” Sedrak continued.
“For now, I live alone.”
“Ah, are you implying an imminent change, you’ve met someone?” Sedrak grinned mischievously.
“No Sedrak, but one can never tell what a new day brings.”
Maybe he’s alluding to replication, Abassian thought. Dr. McElroy did give them the capability to multiply. Maybe if I tell him about the bees, he’ll let me in on one of his secrets.
“You know, Starkman. My bees will function in almost every respect of real bees, but they will never procreate.” Sedrak paused hoping the android might offer an opinion. When uncomfortable silence ensued, the cyberneticist began to explain.
“My bees will recognize a queen as their leader, only because I’ve implanted the idea in their processors. And although they enjoy the sense of sight and smell—necessary stimulations for their attraction to flowers—they will not necessarily believe their own eyes, so to speak.” Abassian returned to his seat, wearing a pensive expression, his hands folded together. “They will see a queen, yet they will not realize she is a fake. The workers believe they themselves are real. They carry pollen and nectar back to their nests. They may even engage in sex. But no replication will result.”
Starkman’s body assumed an upright posture. Sedrak did not fail to notice the android’s curiosity, but he dared only peek at the android from the corner of his eye, commanding his body language to signal detachment, as if he were reciting some tired old lines from a lecture. But inside, Sedrak felt a surge of adrenaline. Now you’ve got the android’s attention. Don’t blow it. Keep him interested.
“Their queen will never fertilize an egg, yet they will serve her, aiding the planet’s pollination, even making honey. The worker bees respect their queen as if she were a goddess. Yet it’s an illusion. None of my bees are capable of replication. And that’s the difference between them and beings like you, Starkman. I would never be able to fool you because you are sentient, aware of your surroundings, capable of making decisions. My bees are simply drones; incapable of self-thought and for that reason I envy you. Now I know you probably gathered as much without my telling you this. I know you can analyze body language, a tone of voice, when making your decisions. But I had to get this off my chest, so to speak. Humans need to express their beliefs vocally, even when their intentions are obvious. So there, I made my speech. Anything you care to ask me?”
“I would be glad to gather as much information about your robo-bees as possible.”
Good. Inquisitive. I’ve still got a chance to persuade him in a civilized fashion. Sedrak stole a glance at his wife. She was far too fascinated with the bug, making cooing noises at the creature, waggling her fingers before it as if Ruby were a human infant. He resumed his tactical discourse.
“If you’re really that interested, sometime we’ll get together at my house. We can have dinner. Then I’ll dissect one of my bees and show you its internal mechanisms. Maybe you’ll even want to build some yourself in time. You’ll see the bees enjoy a very symbiotic relationship with the flowers. It’s a relationship I hope will flourish among humans and your kind. I know Dr. McElroy dreamed of this. But I don’t think android/human hybrids are the answer. He again paused to stare at his preoccupied wife. “Maybe you can help me help you.”
The android’s brow wrinkled in response to the coy smile now engulfing Sedrak’s face.
“Would you submit to a study, Starkman?”
“If you can give me some specifics . . .”
“Ah, yes.” He unfolded his hands and propped them on his thighs. The same twinkle Sedrak caught in the android’s eye moments earlier now shone in his.
“The fascination you hold with Ruby is fine, don’t get me wrong. But I wonder if you’ll ever be able to really understand him.” He paused, grinning at the bug’s holographic cage. “You see, I don’t think you’ll really be able to understand your friend without examining what’s on the inside.”
“What are you getting at, Doctor Abassian?”
Sedrak rushed to complete his thought as his heart palpitated in response to the android’s negative reaction.
“If you would allow me study your internal workings, I could help your species immensely. I could help build more specialized androids. And in turn, this would help your integration into society.”
The android intervened. “I already am part of society.”
“Yes, you are,” Sedrak responded absently. “But you must admit, your differences, and our differences sometimes keep us apart, if not altogether confused.” He laughed, it squeaked out of him forced and unnatural. Still smiling, he said, “I would not harm you in this endeavor. But I promise you if you allow me the knowledge to perfect androids like yourself and learn how to mass manufacture them you’ll never be violated again.”
“So let me get this straight; even though your tone and body posture lead me to understand you think you would be helping us . . .”
“I’d be more than helping you, Starkman.”
“May I finish, Dr. Abassian?”
Arista stopped playing with Ruby and stared at her husband. “Now look what you’ve done,” she said, mortified.
“I know you have good intentions Sedrak. But I don’t feel numbers will help validate us among humans.”
“I beg to differ,” Sedrak countered. “Right now, androids comprise less than one percent of the Ceres population. I’m afraid to break this to you, but humans do validate numbers. When a race of beings has been mistreated, it is only when they stand in numbers that their concerns are heard. It has been that way in nearly every civil uprising ever staged on Earth. By God, if you were part of a larger population, then humans would give you the kind of respect you deserve,”
“And would this mass manufacturing of us be by God, as you suggest?”
“No, my friend. I am not suggesting we are your gods. In fact, I believe Dr. McElroy was very opposed to that line of thinking.”
“I think humans, like you, don’t readily accept us because we weren’t created by a so-called higher being. But nevertheless, why shouldn’t we be taken seriously, no matter our number? Because when you come down to it, I see myself as an individual, Dr. Abassian. Whether eight of us exist, or eight million. And that’s probably why I oppose your mass manufacture of us. Do you really think you can make each of us distinct from one another? I don’t. You said as much when you spoke of your bees. And as for dissecting me, if you ever get the notion to propose such an idea again or even intimate such a desire when it comes to Ruby. I’ll . . .”
Sedrak waited for the android to finish his sentence, daring not to expel a breath. From the corner of his eye, he could see his wife’s hand trembling as she pretended to be absorbed in her cup of tea.
But the android did not finish. “As you say doctor, sometimes the verbal completion of one’s thought is always not necessary. I’m sure you can read my body language, hear my vocal tone.”
He certainly has mastered sarcasm, Sedrak thought.
The android extended his hands, hoping it might calm them. He bowed his head downward momentarily taking his eyes off the frightened couple. “I know I speak forcefully about such matters. But I believe an honest response is best. Ultimately, I hope humans will not feel an obligation to reward or appease us only when a threat is posed, or our numbers become too large to be ignored.”
Arista, desperate to change the subject intervened. “And isn’t it just terrible how humans behave toward to each other? I hope Mr. Flavin is justly punished for his crime.”
“But, Mrs. Abassian” the android said, the return to formal acknowledgement by the android not lost on the couple, “the man you are talking about might be innocent. His conviction should not serve a need to appease the public. He should be deemed guilty by sufficient evidence. And,” the android exhaled deeply, “I know how he feels. You see I was once unjustly accused of a crime I didn’t commit myself.”
Before the android could explain further, a rectangular view screen emerged from a ceiling panel. It continued lowering itself until it reached head level. A video began to play the video of Carol Walker intimating her husband was not who he said he was. The Abassians stole a glance at each other, both wide-eyed and in shock.
Chapter 6
“So my beloved children, I bid you a final farewell. I apologize to any I have deceived along the way to meet my own selfish ends. I hope you all find a place in your hearts to forgive me. Goodbye.”
Sam Benson studied Dean Flavin’s face as he watched the video replay conclude. The suspect, the only one not to see the video originally broadcast two hours earlier, sat in a chair, hands folded. The white walls of the interrogation room surrounding him accentuated his pallor, a fact Benson did not fail to notice. His shock told the detective he just might be innocent of the crime after all. Nevertheless, Benson’s hands were now tied. In a few minutes Flavin would walk out of police headquarters a free man, all charges dropped. Prosecutor Brugman gave Benson no other alternative. He had not been able to find damning evidence on his best suspect in the past two hours. Therefore, all charges were based on nothing more than circumstantial evidence. Benson hoped to catch a few tidbits of information from Flavin before he walked. And thankfully, for Benson, Flavin opened up, now that a reunion with his wife Cindy was only mere minutes away.
“You know, Detective, it’s like she’s a totally different person.”
“How so, Mr. Flavin?”
“Carol is so proper on the video cast. Her language, even her accent, is different. I’m beginning to wonder who accompanied me out on that survey mission.” He stared down at his folded hands. “The woman practically seduced me. Now, I know you might find that hard to believe. But I’m a geologist and my focus was strictly on my work, until she began making advances.”
Benson stood to his left, arms folded, pretending his focus was on the wall-mounted view screen, its picture now faded to black.
“She toppled onto me when the rover attempted to maneuver through the mountain range. And I tried to resist her, but I couldn’t. Detective, I love my wife very much.” He swallowed hard enough for Benson to hear it. “And looking back, I now see her intent. The second time we made love the thought flashed across my mind.”
“That being?” Benson jerked his head toward Flavin, raising an eyebrow, perturbed at the man’s failure to get to the point. He then turned his gaze back to the screen to watch the man’s reflection.
“She wanted a baby from me. That’s the most reasonable and logical explanation.”
“Mr. Flavin, we can gather as much from the video you just watched. Is there anything more you can add to help us find the real killer?”
“I would suspect Mr. Walker, or whoever he is. He had motive to kill her. Not only was she fooling around with me, but she possessed ability to expose him at any time. I see her plan—cold, calculating and rational. She pretended to be someone else on that mission. But underneath her façade she simply wanted a baby so she could remain on Ceres. I think she was hoping to expose the secret of her bastard child at the three-year anniversary of her arrival; that way she could remain a citizen of the planet, and her husband would be deported. But now this person, whoever he is, knows about what we did. Detective, should I fear for my life?”
“Not if I can help it, Mr. Flavin. Mr. Walker is in a holding cell as we speak. I have a CSI matching his DNA. We’ll find out who he really is and the matter will be handled accordingly.”
“So Carol’s murder will be blamed on him?”
“We will need supporting evidence. I cannot speak further. It is now an ongoing investigation.”
Flavin hung his head. He appeared to be readying himself to stand. His hands were stretched palms down on his thighs. Benson could see a great weight still hung on this man’s shoulders.
“I hope so, Detective. I hope I can make amends with my wife.”
Benson nodded. A security officer dressed in a black jump suit escorted Flavin out the door.
When the security officer returned, Benson informed the man to assign two other officers to a surveillance detail.
“I still want Flavin watched,” Benson told the officer.
“Will that take three men, Detective?”
“No. I want you to assign the other officers to keep an eye on the androids.”
The officer nodded, but his face bore a few more lines than a moment earlier. Clearly the man was puzzled by Benson’s request.
“One more thing, Officer. Please gather all video surveillance from security cams stationed outside the Walker residence. I’ll need all recordings of his entire stay on Ceres. I want to see who this man might have been meeting. I also will order a subpoena to take possession of all digital materials in his dwelling.”
Benson brushed past the man without another word. He forced himself to postpone the interrogation of whoever now occupied the holding cell located just down the hallway. He stared at the floor as he walked, fighting the urge to take even the slightest glance at the cell’s doorway. Once outside the building, Benson filled his lungs with a deep breath and wrestled his datanet from the pocket of his blue jumpsuit. The uniform reminded him of Sharon and his new partnership with her. Even though he was her superior, Benson viewed her as a partner, an idea that both intrigued and worried him. He wondered how Sandra really felt about this partnership. Would it affect their upcoming marriage, or even their working relationship? He shook his head, staring blankly into the screen of his communication device. In just days he would marry Sandra. He should be making preparations. But right now he was mired in a stalled investigation, a goose chase of sorts, because the man in the holding cell was only being held on suspicion of identity theft. Unlike Flavin, Benson couldn’t place him at the scene. And underlying thoughts about who might be capable of such a brutal slaying haunted him as he commanded his unit to contact Sharon Laviolette.
Sharon appeared on the screen, smiling.
“Do you have something for me?”
“We can say for sure the DNA stored on file does not match the identify theft suspect. But I need to go back further to find out just who this man is. I’m in the processing of accessing records from the Hall of Forensic Justice back on Earth. And that . . .”
Benson finished her sentence, “. . . Is going to take a while.” He grinned at the view pad. “Oh the bureaucracy!”
She smiled back at him and pushed a strand of brown hair away from her cheek. He hesitated a moment, his smile fading.
“Something wrong, Sam?”
“Oh, I’ve got to go meet with Ceres’ tactical/communications analyst, Mr. Yazata.”
“Oh, you’ll like Mustafa. He’s a nice man.”
“It’s not that.” He pointed his finger towards the sky. “Can you tell me why on Ceres he has to keep an office at the very top of the docking tower?”
Sharon grinned and ended the communication. Benson took another breath of air, preparing himself for the rapid climb to Yazata’s glass encased office.
Fifteen minutes later, Benson stepped into the glass tube-shaped elevator, his stomach already dancing with butterflies. “I’ve got to carry some motion sickness pills with me,” he complained out loud.
“Excuse me?”
Benson turned around but found no one there. It took another second for him to realize it was only the AI voice of the elevator talking to him.
“Never mind, computer. Please take me to Mr. Yazata’s office.”
A whirring sound engaged the tube, and Benson felt like his legs were being pulled downward. He imagined someone pulling the wings off a moth. The analogy reminded him of Carol Walker’s severed—and missing—arm. It began to sicken him. He took steady, short breaths of air to fight the imminent nausea. And unlike his first trip in the tube, Benson willed his eyes to remain open this time. His visual cortex absorbed the magnificent beauty of the pristine planet, now virtually toxin free thanks to the weathernet. He marveled at the coastline, where purplish red water receded and rushed onto a white sandy beach. I’m doing fine. I’m not going to get ill. I wished I looked at this beauty before. The water is so intriguing.
Before he repositioned his body to view Reliance Point’s ever expanding architecture, a chime signaled, and a voice announced Mr. Yazata would meet him promptly at the elevator’s door.
True to the AI’s word, Mustafa Yazata stood smiling, hand extended as the door swooshed open seconds later.
Artificial intelligence is reliable; I’ll give it that, Benson thought.
“I am pleased to make your acquaintance, Detective Benson. Would you like a tour?”
Benson retracted his hand after a brief shake. “That won’t really be necessary. I’m here to discuss Mrs. Walker’s broadcast.”
“Did it not reach all its intended audience?”
“Yes. But I’m here to discuss protocol.”
“I don’t understand. I followed IBI protocol to the letter.”
“Yes you did. But soon Ceres will no longer be under the jurisdiction of the Interplanetary Bureau of Investigation. I think it might be in our best interests to revise the protocols for the best interests of Ceres.”
Mustafa frowned. He buried his hands in his pockets.
“Look, Mr. Yazata; I don’t want to start off on the wrong foot. I respect the woman’s living will, but we also have to consider the needs of the living. I don’t think we should have alarmed all of Ceres with the broadcast, despite her wishes.”
Mustafa did not respond, so Sam continued.
“The deceased clearly intended her message to be heard by family members. And it’s abundantly clear she left no offspring, so a planet-wide broadcast was not necessary. If you had passed the video by me first, I might have been able to avert public panic.”
“Would you care to walk with me, Detective?” Mustafa smiled and extended his left arm in the direction of his office.
Benson followed behind Yazata, feeling a bit odd about the man’s response—or non-response to be more precise.
When they reached a command console, Mustafa again beamed.
“Now see Ceres like I do.”
“Oh, I see it. I guess I’m not big on heights.”
Mustafa laughed from his diaphragm. “I felt the same way once. But we’re remarkable beings, Mr. Benson.”
Benson stood watching the landscape, hands stuffed in his jumpsuit’s pockets. “How so?”
“We’re adaptable. We can change. And just look what we’re creating here.”
Benson smiled in response to the man’s pride. “Don’t you feel vulnerable, way up here?”
“Well, sometimes storms can rock the tower a bit. But thanks to android assistance, we were able to schematically design the tower to withstand gale force hurricanes.”
“I thought the weathernet prevented such severe weather.”
“Oh yes. It does. But if equipment were to fail . . .”
Benson nodded. “So I understand you oversee all interplanetary broadcasts.”
“Correct. I make sure all satellites remain in their correct orbit cycles. Just a touch of the button corrects any navigational errors. Thanks to a series of satellites bread-crumbed from transport ships over the last three years we can establish real time visual and audio dialogue with our distant neighbors.” He paused to inhale. “And from up here, I can observe climate changes. I know it’s not necessary, the weathernet performs its functions without supervision, but still, sometimes a look over the shoulder doesn’t hurt.” Mustafa’s rapid speech told Benson he didn’t get much company up here.
“So you can order rain in one region, and stop it before it reaches another?”
“Certainly. I’m just hoping the crops will respond in kind. It’s been tough sustaining the planet’s agriculture, even with the added technology. Much of the soil was infected by radiation. So now, even though the planet has healed, we still need to make every effort to boost the ecosystem. That’s why I’m so excited about the Mr. Abassian’s robo-bees. Aren’t you, Detective?”
Not particularly, Benson thought. He hastened to redirect the conversation.
“I’m curious about your title, Mr. Yazata. You’re also the planet’s tactical officer?”
“Yes. I acquired the skill in the Air Force. I hope I never have to use those skills. But I also believe in vigilance. That’s why I work a few days a week with Mr. Starkman.”
“The android?” A strange smile enveloped Benson’s face.
“Yes. He conducts maneuvers in the Gallant. If the planet were ever to need the assistance of a starship in an air battle, we would be adequately defended thanks to the Gallant’s weaponry and Mr. Starkman’s piloting skills.”
The idea stunned Benson into silence, as though he couldn’t believe his ears. If the android routinely pilots a ship, could it have transported itself to the survey site?
“Well, I’ve got to be going, Mr. Yazata. I trust you’ll consult with me before broadcasting any other messages that might unnecessarily panic our good citizens?”
“Certainly, sir.”
Benson patted Mustafa on the shoulder and then braced himself for another ride in the tube.
“Something is still troubling me.”
Sandra Morton stared at the beaten remains of Carol Walker. Sam stood just behind her, peering over her right shoulder.
“It’s the arm isn’t it, Sandra?”
“Yes. My examination tells me the woman most likely suffered the amputation port mortem.”
“Thank God, for her sake,” Benson interrupted.
“Yes, but why the need to desecrate her body further?” Sandra continued her thought without acknowledging Sam’s remark.
“So you’re saying there’s a 100 percent certainty she died before the amputation?”
“Nearly ninety percent would be more accurate. She may have been in an unconscious state from her head injuries and died unaware her arm was being torn off. Nevertheless, I’ve concluded this woman died from blunt force trauma sustained by repeated blows to her cranium and facial area. And I believe most if not all the cranial injuries were sustained from her head being slammed against the bath’s walls. Sharon managed to pull the faintest drops of blood from the ceramic tiles, telling me the woman’s head was thrown into them. Additionally, several small fissures can be found in the tiles. Now, if Mrs. Walker had suffered the injuries from a fist or even a weapon, there should have been substantial arterial blood splatter on bath’s tiles.”
Sam nudged himself between Sandra and the body, smiling.
“What’s with the Cheshire smile?”
“I’m proud of you. This is your first autopsy.”
Her immediate reaction was to place her arms about Sam’s shoulders, but in a split instant, her eyes became cold. She awkwardly drew her arms down to her sides and stammered. “Thank you,” turning her attention back to the cadaver.
Sam’s eyebrows rose. Maybe this autopsy was rougher on her than I thought.
“I’m just wondering . . .” Sam paused and began to walk toward the opposite side of the autopsy table. His eyes squinted into small slits. He stared at the body for a moment.
“How could all this damage be inflicted in such a short span of time? I just spoke with Flavin, and he only recalls standing outside the locked doorway for a few minutes at most. Yet somebody had the time to hurl a body about the room, banging her head and face against the bath’s walls, in complete darkness, and then summon the strength to pull her arm out of its socket.” He made a jerking motion with his arms as if imitating the gruesome act "What’s more, the perp accomplished all of this without leaving a shred of DNA and then—” he snapped his fingers for emphasis, “vanished into thin air.”
“That seems correct.” Sandra arched her eyebrows. “What are you getting at?”
“I believe our murder weapon may be the murderer himself. And furthermore, considering such factors as strength and quickness I can only draw one conclusion.”
Sandra began to fold her arms across her chest. Her eyes were piercing, defying Sam to complete his thought.
“An artificial being committed this crime.”
Sandra bowed her head and shook it from side to side.
“What, Sandra?” Sam paused to slap his hands together. “It makes perfect sense. No DNA left behind. Even if the perp was lucky enough to leave behind skin cells, tell me how a human could inflict such damage.”
Sandra’s chest heaved. “That’s not really my job anymore.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You’re the detective in charge. So Sam, by all means, make all the suppositions you want, but in the end, only evidence will bring the killer to justice, not hatred, nor prejudice.”
“I’m not being prejudiced.”
“Really?” A sarcastic grin washed over Sandra’s face. “I think your assumptions are based solely on an incident that occurred nearly four years ago. It sounds like you’re profiling to me.”
Now Sam wore a sarcastic smile. His cheeks reddened. “Come on Sandra. It’s a viable conclusion.”
“I know you’ve always had a problem following protocols, Sam. But now you’re in a very influential position. If you condemn anyone without hard evidence you’ll be setting a precedent here.”
“Well, maybe I should. I was just discussing protocol with the communications officer and I think it’s time we developed our own set of protocols for Ceres.”
“You’d be violating intergalactic rights and breaking laws if you did, Sam. Ceres isn’t yet in a position to write its own laws.”
Sam fell silent, staring at the floor.
“So you do know what I mean?” Sandra continued. “If you go to arrest any one of our planet’s artificial beings you could be freeing the real killer. Think for a minute, Sam. The Bill of Rights back on Earth hasn’t been amended yet. It’s still in progress. So that means you can’t arrest an android or any AI. It would be like trying to convict my laser scalpel. Until they’ve been recognized as sentient beings, they’re to be treated accordingly.”
“So you see how the colonists might be afraid of these beings. They enjoy immunity right now.”
“The only thing I can see is how people make themselves be afraid.”
“What’s that?” Sam suddenly stopped arguing and pointed over Sandra’s shoulder. “There on the cabinet. Is that what I think it is?”
“A bee? One of Dr. Abassian’s robo-bees must have gotten in here.” Sandra began to laugh.
Sam cocked his head, begging for an explanation.
“I hope you’re not thinking of arresting the bee. Remember the crime was committed before they arrived.”
Sam shook his head and exhaled.
“Whew! That was one hell of an argument. And to think, only mere days before our blessed union . . .”
Sam paused, waiting for Sandra to concur, but to his surprise she resumed her autopsy, oblivious to both him and the bee.
Sam took her reaction as a queue to leave. “Well I’ve got to go.” He waited a moment more, hoping Sandra might at least bid him goodbye. But she never took her eyes off the body.
Sam spent the next minutes shooing and waving his hands at the bee, urging it to vacate Sandra’s office, feeling his fiancée was chasing him from the premises as well.
Chapter 7
Sam Benson tapped the keyboard softly, seated at the kitchen table enveloped in darkness, opting not to utilize voice commands. He didn’t want any noise to wake her. In the adjacent bedroom, Sandra Morton slept soundly, exhausted from the day’s autopsy work. Sam’s intuition told him the tedious task would be worth it, so he continued panning through thousands of hours of footage, bleary-eyed, as Wednesday evening segued into Thursday morning. Finally, daylight broke, sending a small shard of daylight through the kitchen window—or more accurately, a force field made to resemble glass. It was the natural intermingling with the artificial; apropos Benson thought, identifying with the irony. Here he sat, a biological man, peeking through a computer window, hoping to capture evidence of an artificial man conspiring with an illegal Ceres citizen. Right now, Sam Benson didn’t care if it was possible to arrest or even convict an android. He had a duty to protect Ceres residents from harm. And law or no law, he wasn’t about ignore his hunches and gut instincts. Sam Benson believed an android was capable of killing. He just needed a motive. And now, still framed before him, an image graced his monitor, it showed him James Starkman meeting the man going by the alias of Timothy Walker. Sam commanded the computer to scan for all matching occurrences. If Starkman met with Walker one time, Sam was certain the pair conversed on multiple occasions, and probably all those meetings took place here. A few more minutes elapsed before the computer confirmed the detective’s hunch. Starkman met Walker eight times in all. Each time the pair greeted one another with a handshake and proceeded to head inside the dwelling at approximately midday.
At the moment, Sam was awaiting a warrant to search inside the home, but the detective could only imagine what he would find if audio or visual recordings had ever been made of these meetings. What else could they have been discussing? Benson arched his back and yawned. He imagined them plotting as he stared at a pinkish orange sunrise. The man must have worked with Starkman to invent the perfect murder, devoid of evidence, skillfully executed in a quick fashion so the killer could get away. But the criminal mind is never quite perfect, Benson thought. Because the husband never knew about Carol’s tape. He probably figured the death of his wife might even provide him with a loophole. The government might excuse his need to produce a child because of the dark circumstance. Benson stifled a sarcastic laugh. The bastard would feign grief and probably get away with it, if not for the digital evidence. But still, Benson worried, a knot forming in his stomach. He needed to connect the taped meetings with motive. Benson required a recording to incriminate the husband, something to convince a jury beyond doubt. He knew the husband had plenty of time to destroy evidence within the household. Odds didn’t favor hard evidence. But a confession was still possible, especially with deportation looming over the widower’s head. And even if Benson couldn’t produce an admission of guilt, he just might be able to get the android to spill the details. I’ll have to play this just right. Maybe pit one against the other.
Sam’s theorizing abruptly ended when he heard Sandra roll over. He shut down the program, not because he feared disturbing her sleep, but because he feared her reaction. She adamantly opposed his line of thinking yesterday. It still disturbed him, so he pushed the thought to the back of his mind and quietly crept into bed, enjoying barely two hours of sleep before a chime went off. An overly joyous arrangement of an ancient Dixie jazz song began to play on his datanet. He scrambled back to the kitchen to retrieve the unit, ending the song with an equally overstated satisfaction. He commanded the broadcast be in audio format only, stifling a yawn. Wearing nothing more than a T-shirt, boxers and socks, Sam was glad he opted for audio only seconds later because Sharon Laviolette’s upbeat voice began to ooze from the speakers. “Hope I’m not interrupting anything.” Sam heard a velvety purr in her voice, almost mischievous, or so he in his sleep-deprived brain imagined. Clarity cut through his early morning fog when Sharon announced, “I’ve obtained the real identity of the mystery man.” Sam literally hopped into his blue jumpsuit upon disconnecting, fastening buttons while simultaneously programming an audio message to activate when Sandra opened the refrigeration unit. She would awake an hour later to the message: “Love you. The big day is only two days away.” She would react to the message much the same way Sam reacted to the upbeat Dixie song.
Sam stood, hands on hips, leering at the man identified by Sharon as Timothy Crandall. Interrogation was sometimes a matter of timing. Hold on, Benson thought. Maybe he’ll crack and cop to the whole enchilada.
But Sam Benson would not get so lucky. The man handcuffed and seated before him seemingly could not find his voice. He did not fight the accusation. He had been discovered. A slight hint of red blushed the man’s cheeks.
“What do you have to say for yourself?” Benson began pacing back and forth. Come on; break, you bastard.
“I did it to give Carol a good life, and because I felt I had something to contribute to Ceres.”
He sounded like a digital greeting gram. Sam banged his fist on the table separating him from the accused.
“I think you did it as part of a process. You needed a new identity to gain admission to Ceres.” Benson stood hunched in front of Crandall, palms laid flat on the table. He paused a moment to add emphasis. “That’s as plain as day. We know you were convicted of larceny fifteen years ago. And just let me clarify,” Sam retrieved an ePad from his suit and waved it in front of Crandall’s face. “You committed the crime when you were known as Timothy Crandall. Now I figure, you somehow bought yourself a new identity, used Carol, because you needed a fertile partner to apply for Ceres citizenship, and when you got this you began plotting. You successfully escaped your old life. But something nagged at you. Didn’t it Timothy? You didn’t love Carol. And she sensed it. Trust me, women are good at this. She realized you weren’t who you said you were. She said so much on the video cast. And you had her killed!”
“I did not. I’m telling the truth.” Crandall gasped for air.
“It’s why she played around on you. Again, Timothy,” Benson paused to let the sarcasm take effect. “It’s all on tape. We were even clued in to some meetings your wife felt very uncomfortable about. Care to elaborate on that?”
“What meetings?”
“Come on, you heard the broadcast. Everyone on the planet has. One thing I do admire about you, Timothy, is that you didn’t run. Well, maybe because you had nowhere to go, being ninety-five percent of this planet is still undeveloped.”
“Okay, okay. She mentioned the meetings with the android. I probably should have discussed what we talked about.”
“You mean what you conspired about with the android? Don’t cha, Tim?”
“We discussed sustainable architecture. That’s what I meant about helping the colonists. I was upset to find nuclear power is now being used for seventy-five percent of our dwellings, especially with the near accidents on Earth. I talked with Mr. Starkman about constructing solar panels. When I saw the docking tower, I imagined the panels might be engineered at an extreme altitude; one that might effectively harness solar power so we could do away with pressurized water reactors altogether. Starkman thinks we might be able to orbit solar panels in space. That’s what we talked about; that’s all we talked about.” He paused to swallow. “I made a stupid mistake in my youth: petty larceny. Why should that stop me from becoming a Ceres citizen?”
“Well, let’s see—why should conspiring to kill your wife stop you from walking out of here a free man?” Benson folded his arms across his chest.
“You have no evidence of such.”
Benson leered at him, twisting his lips as if to formulate a question.
“Why don’t you enlighten me as to how you conned the government? I mean there’s an extensive check point system in place. How did you get someone to switch DNA with you?”
“I didn’t.” Crandall breathed heavily and hung his head. “Some men helped me.”
“Explain, Mr. Crandall.”
“Adam Walker was an engineer for the World Aeronautics Association. He died from an accident, but they disposed of his body, trumping up a story that an experimental aircraft he flew mysteriously disappeared. They erroneously reported him as MIA, but in reality, his body was still in the WAA’s possession. I think he died from a fall off of scaffolding. At least that’s what Jeff Turner told me. So I paid Turner to take Walker’s identity for me. No one outside the space agency would recognize who Adam Walker was. I was simply assuming his identity so I could still make the man’s life count for something.”
“Wait!” Benson held a hand, palm out toward Crandall. “Let me get this straight. The Jeff Turner?”
Crandall’s face contorted in confusion. Benson did not press further. He ran the man’s story through his mind. At least his deceit rang of some truth. Four years ago, he and Sandra had cracked the WAA scandal exposing its former head of security, Renee Mercer, of covering up the murders of two space techs. They had arrested Jeff Turner, hired by Mercer to do the killings, after forensically disproving the two space techs had murdered each other. It seems the former space association likes to weave some fictional stories.
“Tim, I’m sure you know the arrest of Turner and Mercer nearly made us national heroes.”
“Yes, I do. I guess that’s how you got your ticket to Ceres.”
Touché, Benson thought, a twisted smile on his face.
“So the two people who aided you are behind bars. Well, we can always add another life term onto their sentences for good measure. And as for you . . .”
“Please, Mr. Benson, let me do community work to pay for my mistakes.”
“You can’t do community work for murder, Mr. Crandall.”
“I mean for the theft—the larceny and the ID theft. I didn’t do the murder. I did love Carol, but I don’t think it was mutual. She suspected me. She had good reason. But I didn’t harm anyone. I was just dishonest. I want to pay tribute to Carol by creating sustainable architecture for Ceres. I’ll wear a holo-bracelet so you can track me. I’ll do anything. Just please, don’t make me go back.”
“Well, you know Tim. Come to think of it, there’s a transport ship arriving here in two months. A space marshal will be piloting the craft. He could escort you back to Earth in chains or holo-bracelets, if you prefer.”
“Please. I know I deserve your wrath. But I’ll prove I can help here. Let me work on engineering schematics for the next months. Confine me to my residence. I’ll wear a tracking device so you’ll know where I am at all times. But give me a chance to right a wrong. I can make safer energy for Ceres. And more importantly to me, I want you to find Carol’s real killer.”
“But Mr. Crandall, my hunch tells me it’s the android, Starkman. We have eight of his visits to your house on video.”
“He is completely innocent.”
“Just like he was back about four years ago when he kidnapped a woman and nearly strangled her!”
“He was someone else back then.”
“Ironic, isn’t it Crandall? You changed your identity as well. That makes me suspicious. But I’ll consider your request.”
“Thanks, Mr. Benson.”
Sam shook his head and walked out of the interrogation room.
A clear day greeted him outside. The town was literally abuzz with excitement. Dr. Abassian was in the process of releasing swarms of robo-bees. Benson squinted at the cloudless sky, watching v-shaped dots of black storm across an azure backdrop, each dot predestined to pollinate a flower or plant much like the majority of Ceres citizens were destined to procreate. The analogy saddened him. Carol would never get the children she had been so desperate to create. He began to wonder if Sandra would ease up on her position regarding the subject. She wasn’t exactly thrilled at the notion when he originally presented it to her. Come to think of it, she wasn’t herself lately, barely acknowledging the impending wedding ceremony now less than 48 hours away. Maybe it’s just nerves, Sam thought. Abassian caught Sam staring off into space and locked eyes with him. He waved and Sam returned the salute. Sam had his doubts about the cyberneticist as well. How could this man maintain control of this sudden influx of robotic bees? The stray bee that flew into Sandra’s lab room yesterday certainly didn’t boost his confidence any. The connection between the winged drones and the nine androids inhabiting the planet was becoming less and less distinct for Sam by the minute.
It’s a mistake to think you can control artificial life. But no matter, I’ve got to try and expose Starkman. I guess I better talk to his confidante Linda Dougherty. Maybe he told Linda something he hasn’t told anyone else.
As Sam strode across the busy town square to catch an air cab, Dr. Abassian removed his attention from the detective and his bees. He managed to glance at his wife for a few seconds in succession in what seemed the first time in days. Immersed in worry and excitement about his bee launch, Sedrak behaved curtly to his wife without shame over the past forty-eight hours. But a call out of the blue snapped Sedrak into a more attentive mood. Arista received a datanet message from the android in question. He invited her to his place to discuss Ruby’s ability to communicate. The message seemed quite clear to Mrs. Abassian. Come alone. Don’t bring your husband. She adeptly managed to shield the view screen from Sedrak’s roving eyes.
Sedrak asked Arista if something was wrong when she ended the transmission. Her face aged in the last minutes, faint wrinkles now etched more deeply. She responded to her husband with a ring of uncertainty in her tone. “Oh, it’s nothing. Nothing at all, dear.”
Sedrak resumed watching the skies, but he saw little. His mind, like the detective’s, was now preoccupied with control.
The door programmed to respond to voice activation opened and let Sam in. He felt a bit nervous. People had perceived him to be a celebrity, the man who broke the space tech murder scandal. But in truth, Sam Benson held an immeasurable amount of respect for Linda Dougherty, part of the first Ceres civilian space crew and now a best-selling author. He had read her journal—twice in fact. Each time he found himself totally immersed and enraptured by her accounts of the mission, not only the most amazing part, the survival of an android attack; but the day-to-day relations between the couples. Dougherty retained humility through it all, poking fun at herself for behaving like such a mother hen. Benson laughed at how all the crew felt Dougherty was their den mother, engaging them in group activities, voluntarily of course, yet never taking ‘no’ for an answer. Dougherty unofficially had become the crew’s morale counselor. But as the crew neared Ceres space, only Linda became privy to a message sent by the late Dr. Adrian McElroy. And now the morale counselor, who took great delight in staging contests and planning plays, became the ship’s captain overnight, burdened by a heavy moral dilemma. The cyberneticist implored Dougherty to keep his secret—the fact he implanted all of the scientists’ memories into robotic entities—until their ship landed. McElroy feared the Earth governments would have mandated the ship to return home upon the news, and Dougherty agreed. She was glad her husband Matt was in stasis at the time as he surely would have turned to official channels for assistance. And Linda was well aware those official channels were the bureaucracy responsible for a law making the construction of sentient android life illegal. A decision to turn their ship around could have certainly ended plans for colonization all together, not to mention the retardation of McElroy’s ability to create artificial life with enhanced behavioral capabilities. Linda’s book helped win public support to include androids in the Bill of Rights. Lawyer/Journalist Brooke Lawrence lobbied on behalf of artificial life, using public support as leverage. And now it seemed sentient artificial intelligence would indeed be granted all rights and privileges of humans in mere months. But right now, sentient artificial intelligence existed in a murky gray area, a legislative purgatory giving them neither equality nor the responsibilities that came with it. And Sam Benson ached to make the androids responsible, if not equal.
He called out several times to Linda as he passed through the kitchenette and a living area. He marveled at its expanse. Sam swore the place was already equal in living space to his new commune apartment. He called again for Linda. This time she answered. “Oh Mr. Benson, come on in. Right this way.”
Right what way? Sam complained in silence.
“I’m in the patio! Stay to your left!”
Right now, in Sam Benson’s conservative point of view, the left was not a place he intended to stay.
He nearly tripped over a box. Or at least he thought it was a box. Pain reverberated up his right shin. Whatever it was, it was solid. Looks like part of a computer console, Sam thought.
Sam finally began to see the makings of a patio. But the room seemed inundated with assorted pieces of what Sam would only politely describe as things. The clutter nearly blocked all sunlight from coming in through the glass walls. How . . . why does she live like this?
Printed material, circuitry boards, boxes, shoes, assorted bits of wardrobe, pillows, blankets and more boxes nearly impeded his progress altogether. From the corner of his right eye, he saw a figure sitting on a bed. She had shoulder length chestnut brown hair. Large doe like eyes. Hourglass like figure, thin at the hips with generous breasts and hips. She sure doesn’t look like any den mother I ever knew.
“Excuse the mess,” she laughed heartily.
“I just like to sleep under the stars. But I also like all my things to be handy.”
Benson smiled. “I understand. The merging of nature and machine, I see.”
“Oh yes the computer parts.” Her face reddened. “You see, I like to tinker with them. Take them apart. See if I can put them back together. It’s become a hobby; well more of a passion for me. My husband Matt is technically inclined; he used to head a software firm. So I felt a bit ignorant when he discussed his work. And well, now what with the creation of the androids, I think machinery has become sort of a calling for me.”
I wonder what she’s really alluding to, Sam thought.
Linda interpreted Sam’s silence as a signal to continue. “You know we’re all more than the sum of just our parts. And I believe the androids are proving that every day.”
“Yes, Linda. That’s exactly why I came to visit you today. I’d like to discuss the android, the one named Starkman.”
Linda beamed. Now she looks like somebody’s mother, or at least a proud parent.
“James Starkman is a magnificent being, Detective. Now what do you want to know?”
“His habits.”
“I wouldn’t really call them habits, but I suppose anything we do routinely could be classified as such. Well let’s see. He studies Ruby the bug. He believes he has established a rudimentary dialog with him. He flies the Gallant from time to time. He’s even sort of a horticulturist.”
“You don’t say?” Benson did his best to refrain from sneering.
“Look out there.” She pointed with her left hand. Benson nearly stumbled over another errant computer part.
Linda went to comfort him, but Benson held up both hands as if in a stick up. “I’m all right.”
Benson crooked his head to peer over a carton. A bed of yellow tulip-like flowers graced nearly half of Linda’s property. “He helped me grow these. They’re indigenous to the planet. They look a lot like tulips back home don’t they?”
Yes but appearances are deceiving, Sam wanted to say, instead he said, “Yes, they’re beautiful. So our android friend has quite the green thumb.” Linda stared at Benson for a full second, not sure if the remark was a compliment or insult. Finally, she laughed, a high-pitched nervous squeal different from the hearty chuckle she indulged in just moments earlier.
I don’t think she trusts me, and she hasn’t mentioned anything about Starkman being architecturally inclined. Curious . . .
“Does James ever talk about the situation?”
“Oh, yes. But just to me. He sees me as sort of a counselor. He suffered greatly from the incident. After all, he once contained the engrams of that lunatic engineer Mikola Petrovsky. But he has learned to adjust.”
“How so, Linda? I mean was it just prosthetics, changing his outward appearance, his name? Or was there any other noticeable behavioral change in him you noticed?”
“I’m not sure where this is leading.”
“I’m just trying to establish his character, since the incident.”
“You could pose those questions to him.”
“I could,” Sam lingered, not finishing the sentence.
“Are you implying something? What? That he would lie to you?”
“I need to make sure certain facts jive.”
“Are you considering him in your murder investigation, Detective?”
“Right now to be honest, Linda. I’ve got to consider everyone, and everything.”
“Ah, that’s it. I see it now.”
Benson’s cheeks reddened.
“Once a suspect, always a suspect. Is that it? You know, Detective, that line of thinking nearly devastated James after the incident. He couldn’t look at himself in a mirror. And yes, androids do that. At least these ones do. They were manufactured to mimic human behavior so completely I’m still in awe of McElroy’s work even to this day. But I’ll tell you one thing I am sure of. He has worked very hard to overcome self-esteem issues. He works everyday to be a part of our community. If you want a behavioral assessment of him, that’s mine. And that’s all I will say about this matter. Now, can I interest you in some tea?”
She can be a pistol at times. But she’s got those maternal instincts. She’s just like I imagined her to be. “No thanks Linda. I’ve got to run.”
Benson scanned the room one more time. The various computer components reminded him of the internal workings of a machine; or more succinctly, an android. The thought of the missing arm struck him as he turned to go. What was she saying about the sum of our parts?
Just outside Linda’s doorstep, Benson’s datanet chimed.
He punched the signal button and a face appeared on screen.
“What can I do for you Mr. Abassian? Problems with the bees?”
“Oh no, nothing like that. I wanted to talk to you about Mr. Starkman.”
“Go ahead.”
“I felt uncomfortable about my meeting with him the other day. He became very agitated at one point when I mentioned studying him. As you can imagine, Detective, I am quite curious about his internal makeup. And naturally I was inquisitive. But he reacted very strongly.”
“How so? Did he threaten you?”
“Not quite. But something in his disposition disturbed me. I can’t quite put a finger on it. As a cyberneticist, you might expect me to be more—succinct. But I must point out, I haven’t been creating beings with emotional capabilities so I don’t know if it was just shock, surprise or a concern. Maybe an uneasy feeling you get, even when you don’t quite have the facts.”
You don’t say.
“Anyway, his dwelling was furnished with imperialistic overtones. He had a portrait of Alexander the Great on his wall. And the colorings of the interior were purplish, Viking-like. Reminded me of conquistadors . . . disturbing. But that’s all. Just wanted to unburden myself, just in case any consequences should come of this.”
“Thank you, Dr. Abassian. If you observe any other suspicious behavior, please don’t hesitate to contact me.” Abassian nodded his head and vanished from the screen.
He must be telling the truth. You would think a cyberneticist would be the last person to betray an android. Maybe it’s not too late for another android uprising.
Sam’s thoughts were interrupted by yet another chime.
This time Sandra appeared on screen.
“Sam, we’ve got talk. I want to call off the wedding.”
Chapter 8
They believed it would be a fine day for fishing. A light northwesterly wind blew gently against the masts inviting the small crew to cut the engines and let the fishing vessel Atlantis drift leisurely about the purple red waves of the Ceres’ sea.
“I’ve got something!”
The android Juanita Lopez or J Lo, as her two human mates jokingly called her, began to reel in her line. No matter how many times Yi Chen and Jessica Payne explained the reference to her (J Lo was the real flesh-and-blood singer/actress Jennifer Lopez of the 20 and 21st centuries), Juanita failed to understand the humor in it. Maybe McElroy’s programs weren’t so super perfect after all, Chen would smugly think to himself anytime he found himself disagreeing with one of Lopez’s suggestions. The android could not understand why her shipmates would compare her to a human entertainer, especially one who never was made into a hologram. Chen believed the reference was quite apropos. It had everything to do with the singer’s demeanor, often construed as sassy and overconfident, and less to do with the physical embodiment of the android. Yet some did see a resemblance to the ancient entertainer. She had long black hair, pronounced eyebrows, high cheekbones, mesmerizing brown eyes and a curvaceous body. Nevertheless, Lopez the android had fashioned herself as a Latino woman out of her immense respect for Marissa Perez, the first Earth mother to bear a child on Ceres four years ago.
Although Chen confided in Payne that his ribbing was just good natured fun, Jessica often wondered if her fishing partner didn’t harbor a grudge against artificial life forms. Payne also felt the android was much more perceptive than Chen realized. When Chen would sarcastically disagree with one of Lopez’s fishing orders, Jessica would quickly interrupt to change the subject. But that was a week ago; today Jessica Payne perceived the pair’s relationship quite differently.
“Looks like you’ve caught the big one,” Chen teased as Lopez effortlessly reeled in her catch with super human speed.
“Yes, indeed,” Jessica added, deflating Chen’s verbal attack.
Chen cocked his head sideways at Payne as if he were asking which side she was on. Yi Chen believed he should have been named captain of the expedition. After all, his family fished Earth’s seas for five generations. But Lopez didn’t take kindly to Chen’s suggestions. Yi Chen only considered the bottom line failing to respect the environment. The thirty-one-year-old man wanted to employ trawling nets, a technique all but banned on Earth centuries ago because of the damage it inflicted on vegetative and underwater life subsisting on the ocean’s floor. “Don’t you care about the environment?” Lopez scolded Chen just last week. “There are mountains underneath the sea, teeming with unknown life forms. We’re here first and foremost to catalog these species, not just to feed our stomachs.”
Chen angrily countered, “Our expedition should operate on the laws of survival. Only the strongest will survive!” Jessica Payne had little luck deflecting Chen’s hateful comments that day. But Payne noticed the pair’s relationship was on the mend. Two nights ago Lopez and Chen played a game of cards below deck into the wee hours of the morning. Payne wondered if the pair engaged in something more than just poker. The ship, 42 meters in length, boasted an enormous freezing unit, three bedrooms, bath, galley and laboratory. It could easily accommodate a moment of intimacy. The next morning Lopez and Chen behaved strangely, quickly explaining they got caught up in a high stakes poker game. The odd behavior made Jessica wonder if Chen hadn’t used the card game as an excuse to release some sexual tension. Sometimes men belittle the woman they most desire. Payne even began to fantasize about what it would be like to engage in sex with an android. They do boast superb physiques. They must have great stamina as well.
At the present, Payne again began to wonder if the pair’s clandestine encounter had done any good. Chen still seemed obsessed with hurting Juanita. So maybe this is still really about Chen’s jealously. He wants to be captain and just won’t let it go . . . he probably even doesn’t feel guilty cheating on his pregnant wife. I’m sure he only views Lopez as a thing, an artificial life form. Something he can abuse without fear of retribution or guilty conscience.
Juanita pulled a meter long green and blue fish from her hook.
She kept her eyes focused on her catch, determined not to let Chen see her anger. “Well, I’ve got to get this specimen to our freezer unit. I trust you two can handle navigational duties for a while. I’ll be in the lab.”
Chen hated the way Lopez referred to the fish as specimens. They were food.
“She’s doing the right thing, Yi,” Payne said after Lopez disappeared from sight. It was as if Payne could hear his thoughts.
“This is a pristine planet now. The weathernet saved it from radiation poisoning. A little bottom trawling wouldn’t exactly be committing genocide.”
“How do you know that?”
“I don’t understand your sensitivity to this issue.” He folded his arms across his chest.
“We don’t know if there may have been other species living on Ceres in the past, ones that may have died due to changes in environment. Just look at Ruby.”
“He’s just a bug. He’s not an intelligent life form, despite Starkman’s claims.”
“You’re so narrow-minded Chen. I don’t know how they accepted your citizenship here!”
Chen began to smile and Payne began to wonder if this was how Yi initiated all his sexual conquests, through argument.
She inhaled a deep breath and looked up to the sky.
“That’s strange.” Payne mumbled the words. Chen, too preoccupied with continuing the argument failed to hear her correctly.
“What? You think I’m strange?”
“No, Chen. Look.”
She pointed at the sky.
A substantial amount of Cirrus clouds had seemingly formed overhead within seconds.
“We’ve got a storm coming,” Payne said.
A wind began to blow at their backs.
“This is totally strange!” Chen agreed. “The weathernet forecast no such disturbance.”
“I wish I had that on tape! You—Yi Chen—actually agreeing with somebody other than yourself.”
A sly smile formed on Chen’s lips, but another gust of wind at his back quickly altered his disposition. “We should start gathering our gear.”
Payne nodded.
As the pair began to retrieve fishing lines, bait and all other loose objects on deck, the sky suddenly turned dead black.
“I can’t see!” Payne shouted.
“Computer, run onboard lights. Retract main-mast and aft-mast sails!”
When Chen heard no computer acknowledgement, he shouted his orders again to no effect.
“Must be offline.”
Chen scoffed at Payne’s obvious deduction.
“Maybe we should just get below deck.”
“And let our equipment get merrily swept into the sea?”
“We could retrieve it later. This ship has the latest sensor technology.”
“Okay, okay.”
Chen turned to head for the hatchway to access the lower deck but bumped into the mast. “Damn, I can’t see.”
“I know.” Payne was now stammering, both from fright and the frigid blast of cold air. “Come here. I’ll help guide you.” In that instant, Payne actually thought she heard a modicum of sympathy in Chen’s words.
She could barely see a black outline of Chen as he moved toward her. She squinted, her eyes fiercely determined to see. And when she did, she realized the black outline wasn’t Chen at all.
“Look out!”
But Chen had no time to move. Something was behind him and attached to his right arm! Payne could hear only a strange sucking noise amidst the crashing of waves. Rain began to downpour, blinding her eyes with precipitation.
She wiped at her eyes with a sopping sleeve and heard a terrible snapping noise as she did. A loud, gut-wrenching scream followed.
“Chen!”
Another scream followed, doubling in intensity.
Where the hell is Lopez? Payne cursed.
A rustling sound ensued. Chen was apparently fighting his attacker. Payne, filled with fear, moved toward him, trembling. She had to help, despite the voice in her head commanding her to retreat. She inched forward and felt a stick-like object brush against her forehead.
“Leave him alone.” For an instant, Payne didn’t even recognize the voice as her own. Despite the proximity of the attacker, Payne discovered an inner strength surfacing. “Leave him alone!” she again demanded.
But a flash of lighting illuminated something Payne was not prepared to see.
Chen’s right arm flew past her head as thunder boomed. And then the sky went black again.
She stumbled forward, the ship surrendering to the whims of the storm. With engines cut and sails still at full mast the vessel spun like a roulette wheel, sending Payne directly into the arms of the attacker. She swung her right fist upward in futility. The contact only made the being angrier. Again, Payne heard a strange clacking noise. A stick-like object thrashed at her. She felt a hot flash of pain at her midsection. Daring to feel her stomach with her left hand, Payne confirmed her worst fears. She was bleeding. The ship rocked once more, knocking her off balance and onto her backside. Now she was helpless. Chen, fallen and overcome with shock, could only think to save Payne. He realized he would die. Anger propelled him. He reached for the inside of his coat and thumbed the button on the center of his datanet. A beeping noise confirmed an emergency distress signal had been sent. It would also attract the attacker back toward Chen. But first, the attacker seemed to be hell-bent on enjoying a meal. Payne kicked her legs toward the sky in one last final act of salvation. She knew the creature was coming for her stomach despite the blackness engulfing her. Her instincts proved correct. It ignored her flailing legs, digging into her wound, extracting her large intestine with ease. It had the organ in its mouth, swinging it as if it was a hose. It began to jerk its head side to side the way a dog might tussle with a bone. Then it released its grotesque trophy onto the deck. Payne screamed as if in labor, oblivious to its repulsion of her insides. Now the being had Chen back in its sights. It stooped, taking Chen’s head in its hands. With one mighty tug it separated Chen’s head from his body. Payne lay on the deck, immobilized by pain and extreme blood loss, half imagining a sick sucking sound just meters ahead of her. Could this be real? No. I’ve got be dreaming this. But the continual slurping noises told Payne differently. The being was consuming flesh from the skull. And as Payne strained to lift her head, determined to see the horror for herself, much like the way witnesses curiously gather about an accident victim, she saw a quick brilliant flash of light. So this is what you see before you die? Neon lights sparkled in periwinkle and green before dissipating. The skull dropped to the deck with a sick thud just before a wave of crimson sea washed over the Atlantis. The wave carried the head and Payne’s dying body over the deck and into a swirling grave.
The android emerged from the hatch and peered over the deck. Her infrared sight afforded her the ability to see in the pitch black. She almost wished for blindness upon discovering the remains of Yi Chen’s body wrapped about the foremast, clinging to the pole with its one remaining arm. Lopez gasped, and a tear streamed down her right cheek. Did I love this man despite his temperament?
The last thing she remembered before waking was a shock, a blasting bolt of energy. She was touching a console when a sudden energy surge engulfed her body. She woke up on the floor. Her internal chronometer told her she was unconscious for seven minutes. She now stood on the deck, wondering what the hell had transpired in seven minutes. The storm began to subside somewhat, light beginning to peer through a dark, dense cloud covering. And as she tried to piece together what happened and how she might have been involved, a bolt of lightning pierced her from behind.
Hot pricks of pain encroached on her scalp and she sensed a burning, acrid scent. Her legs wobbled beneath her. She felt woozy. And she tumbled backward up and over the deck railing and into the thrashing waves of the hungry maroon sea.
Chapter 9
“Starkman, come in.” Mustafa Yazata felt like minutes were passing instead of mere seconds. The distress signal from the Atlantis caught him off guard. Despite his military experience, he experienced panic. Butterflies churned in his stomach as he waited for James Starkman to answer his call. The android was practicing combat simulations in the Gallant for the past two hours. Mustafa monitored a radar screen showing the ship’s current position. It was flying a course parallel to the ocean’s coastline. The Gallant was easily in the best position to provide immediate aid to the fishing vessel. According to satellite data, the distress signal emanated from Yi Chen’s datanet, about twenty-seven kilometers from the coast. Mustafa figured the Gallant could be on the scene in less than ten minutes. But as he waited for Starkman’s response, Mustafa swore he felt the repercussion of his actions. He imagined Detective Sam Benson would not be happy about having an android respond to the emergency. He sensed the detective’s paranoia about the androids, Starkman in particular during their recent conversation. Benson’s mistrust of artificial beings didn’t need to be spelled out for Mustafa, it was implied through body language.
Mustafa could only hope Starkman would find the Atlantis and its complement in good standing. No written or verbal communiqué was attached to the distress beacon. Specifically designed for maritime use, the transmitter contained in Chen’s datanet continued emitting the emergency position radio beacon for up to two hours, even should it become submerged beneath water.
Mustafa tried to wash away an image of the boat, flipped over and adrift, the crew flailing in rough waters trying to maintain consciousness for rescue. No, it had to be something minor. Maybe someone got cut on a fishing hook. But why wouldn’t there have been a detailed communiqué to accompany the signal?
Mustafa jumped when a computer-simulated voice announced a visual/audio signal was established. Mr. Yazata, James Starkman is standing by to speak to you.
“Yes, yes. Very good computer.”
Starkman didn’t wait for a greeting. “Do we have a problem, Mr. Yazata?”
“I’m transmitting the coordinates of the fishing vessel Atlantis to you. Please fly the Gallant to the position immediately. I received a distress signal just minutes ago.”
“I’m on my way. Should I alert medics of the situation?”
“No, James. I will radio them. Transport the entire crew back to the infirmary even if minor injuries have been sustained. We’ll worry about salvaging the Atlantis later.” Mustafa eyed data flashing in the corner of his screen.
“Mr. Yazata, you sound as if this emergency is weather-related. I thought the weathernet . . .”
“There’s no more time for discussion. Please hurry.” Mustafa ended the transmission.
As Starkman set course, Mustafa began to listen to his stomach again. More than just butterflies were churning there. His experience in the military gave him a telepathic connection of sorts. While serving in the air force he was summoned to respond to air crashes on three different occasions. Three times he found all occupants of the crafts dead, just as he had imagined they would be. The dead seemed to have a way of announcing their demise via supernatural broadcast. He hoped Ceres would be a place to escape such catastrophes. The best technology was set in place to minimize, if not prevent, such occurrences. Yet, Mustafa’s instincts always compelled him to monitor the artificial intelligence that ran the weathernet. And now, because he literally couldn’t keep watch over an entire planet, Mother Nature once again reminded him no amount of technology could stop death’s hand. While he was waiting for Starkman’s response, the command center’s console confirmed Mustafa’s internal fears. A weather disturbance occurred in the vicinity of the boat. A squall whipped across the region, lashing it with wind gusts of up to twenty-one knots. The weathernet should have provided a warning. At least it should have attempted to harness the disturbance or deflect it away from the Atlantis. Mustafa could only wonder why the technology failed as he transmitted emergency messages to medics and police.
Sandra Morton still occupied the bed, despite the late hour. She never left the commune to go to her lab. Sam Benson sat in a chair across from her. Late afternoon sunlight cast elongated shadows against the wall.
“Can you at least give me one reason why the wedding should be postponed?” Sam sat with fingers interlaced.
Sandra sighed. “Sam, I believe my exact words were called off. And I have plenty of reasons.”
But she didn’t elaborate further. Maybe she doesn’t have to, Benson thought. This has got be about our job changes. “Sandra, I know we’re going through a rough adjustment period. What with moving across the galaxy, not to mention the fact we’re no longer partners.”
Sandra glared at him.
“In a professional sense, I mean. I guess I didn’t realize it would hit you this hard.”
“Are you implying I’m still in bed because I can’t handle our new job assignments? If so, then you really don’t understand what’s going on.”
“Me, not understand what’s going on? I was one of Earth’s best CSIs. You told me that countless times.” Sam paused to smile but Sandra’s stern gaze told him humor would not deflect her anger today.
“If you want reasons, I’ll give you one.” She paused to position herself in a seated position, pillows propped behind her back. “An unsolved murder investigation is not exactly going to render sweet memories when we look back upon our wedding day. I think we should rethink all of this when your investigation is concluded.”
“But that’s the nature of our jobs, Sandra.” Sam’s hands unlocked, he now brandished them about as if they were loaded weapons. “Crime is not going to take a holiday for our ceremony. Granted, I didn’t think we’d be mired in an investigation so soon, but . . .”
“Okay Sam. That’s not the only reason.”
Sam hunched over, resting his palms on his thighs, preparing for bad news. “Is this about the other day in the lab? Are you still mad about my feelings toward the androids?”
Sandra shook her head from side to side. “It goes even deeper than that. It’s about following protocol and respecting rights. You see when we were partners in Virginia—”
Sam faked a cough.
“Okay, Sam. When we were partners and lovers in Virginia, we lived separately from each other. When I saw a need to criticize your methodology I could speak frankly. I didn’t have to hold anything back. But now we’re living together, about to be joined for life. So if I question you there can’t help but be repercussions in our home life. And I shouldn’t have to hold back because of that. I respect both of us too much for that.”
Sam smiled and nodded. “Sam, I thought our separation from each other on the job would distance us enough. But I think I was wrong. We can’t help but be partners, even though you work in the field and I work in the office. Our work is our life.”
“Okay, we can work around this, Sandra. I promise to treat the androids fairly in this investigation.”
“You shouldn’t be judging them whatsoever. They’re not suspects in this investigation!”
Sam’s datanet blipped.
“I’ve got to take this. It’s an emergency.” He took the unit into the kitchen.
Sandra, still in bed and wrapped in covers, strained to hear the conversation between Sam and Mustafa. She didn’t have to hear all the words; Sandra could detect the accusatory tone in Sam’s hushed voice.
“I see we’ve got to have another talk about protocols, Mr. Yazata. What were you thinking, letting the android go investigate a potential crime scene alone?”
“Crime? Who said anything about crime? I think a storm may be responsible for the signal. I should know more in minutes when Starkman makes his first report.”
“I should be making the first report, Mr. Yazata. Please prepare a ship immediately for transport. I want a team of medics and divers to accompany me to the last reported location of the Atlantis. Understood?”
“Yes sir. I’ll have everyone assembled at the docking tower in ten minutes.”
Benson cut the transmission and scurried back to the bedroom.
“We’ve got another crisis. The fishing vessel Atlantis sent a distress signal. I’ll be going out to the scene.”
“I guess you’ll be calling Sharon.”
“No, I won’t be calling Sharon.”
Sam paused to let the sarcasm linger. “This is a rescue mission. We’ll conduct an investigation tomorrow at first light. Don’t wait up for me.”
“Oh I won’t be home, Sam. I’m going to the lab to clock a late shift. I suspect I should prepare for more bodies?”
“That would be prudent.” Sam nodded and turned to go.
Just before the entry door swooshed closed, Sam heard Sandra mutter, "I really was looking forward to the wedding."
The android commanded the Gallant to hover above the floundering fishing vessel. Now locked onto the sea vessel’s onboard navigational array, the Gallant maintained an identical course with the Atlantis, flying twenty meters above. A ladder appeared from a hatch beneath the starship, allowing the android to access the deck.
The remains of Yi Chen greeted the android.
Starkman commanded his neural circuitry to record all visual data digitally. Benson should be happy, Starkman thought. He should have a well-detailed tape of the crime scene. The android took a full minute to study Chen’s remains, digesting the full horror of the situation.
This certainly cannot be attributed to severe weather. What kind of storm decapitates a man, severing his arm in the process?
Starkman noticed the deck was cleansed of all blood, save the purplish puddle encircling Chen. He appeared to be ensconced within the pool of crimson as if it were a pagan rite of magic. Starkman believed his analysis probably had a lot to do with his recent interest in paranormal detective novels. If the vision of Chen’s body hadn’t sickened him so, he probably would have found great humor explaining this insight to Detective Benson. He continued along the deck, a searchlight fastened about his head to illuminate the vessel in the waning hours of light. Coming up empty, he refocused his search, scurrying below deck to set up an interface between his handheld datanet and the fishing vessel’s AI computer console. Once connected, he commanded the unit to search for all human bio signs specifically those emitting carbon dioxide and containing electrical charges. Starkman reasoned he still might be able to find Jessica Payne alive, whether she was onboard or submerged in water. Emergency rescue software would be able to detect either respiratory discharge or brain activity in any human within fifteen kilometers of the ship. Starkman grimaced when the AI told him no human bio signs could be distinguished based on his search parameters. He radioed Mustafa, informing the operations tech at least two of the crew had died. He continued a tour of the galley, lab, bathroom and bedrooms. No sign of the android Juanita Lopez. Had she been washed off the deck? She could still be alive. Starkman entertained this thought as the sounds of an approaching aircraft signaled the arrival of emergency technicians.
Rushing back to the deck to greet them, Starkman stopped short. The man in the blue jump suit climbing down an access ladder had to be Sam Benson. A pink and orange sky threw strange shards of light and shadow about the man.
Starkman blurted out the first words that came to mind.
“Detective. Didn’t expect to see you here.”
“I can imagine.” Benson fixed a curious gaze on the android, and then began to scan the deck for life.
“I’ve already checked above deck and below. Only the remains of Yi Chen are still aboard. There is no sign of Juanita Lopez or Jessica Payne.”
“And how do you know that?”
“I engaged an emergency search program to scan for any life signs. I fear Jessica Payne has passed on.”
“You do, huh?” Benson's hands were now propped on his hips. “I believe you’ve done enough for one day.”
“I don’t understand.”
“You shouldn’t have conducted any searches or interfaced with any of the computer’s programs. You’ve just tampered with a crime scene.”
“I did no such thing. In fact, I have been maintaining an audio/visual recording of all data fed through my visual cortex, including this conversation.”
Benson turned away, cutting off the android in mid-sentence.
He pointed his index finger at two men clad in black diving apparatus.
“I want a full search of the immediate area until we lose daylight, which I estimate to be in about thirty-five minutes.”
“But Detective,” the android continued, “the AI just told me there were no human survivors.”
“Listen, Starkman, I don’t care what your technology tells you. And I don’t rely on gadgets when it comes to saving lives. What’s more, you’re not in charge of this investigation so please let me do my job here.”
“One more thing, Detective,”
Benson nodded, now half-turned away from the android. Wind began to whip again around the boat from the two ships circling above it.
“Is your rescue team going to even look for Juanita Lopez? I just told you the humans are dead. I believe a logical course of action would entail a search for the android. I hope you consider her life just as valuable as Ms. Payne’s.”
“We’ll attempt to retrieve all occupants and materials belonging to the Atlantis. Everything I find, Mr. Starkman, will be considered evidence.”
Starkman shook his head. “Is that some kind of a threat, Detective?”
“If you take it as one.”
Starkman followed behind Benson until the detective stopped. He ignored the android, back turned, resting his arms on a railing, pretending to watch the divers' descent.
“I have a visual recording of what went on here. Whatever you’re theorizing cannot be validated.”
Benson kept his eyes on the ocean. “I think it will. Remember, technology can be tampered with. I heard you were conducting Sims today. So how do you like this theory, Starkman? I think you committed murder here, returned to your ship and waited for a distress signal, knowing Mr. Yazata would choose you to head the rescue mission. Once here, you made sure all incriminating evidence was removed—well, except for the remains of Mr. Chen here. I would have thought your superior android mind would have told you to dump his body along with Payne’s. Maybe we interrupted you. Maybe you were in league with Lopez and she turned on you. But all theories aside, coming back here to make yourself look like a hero; I like that.” Benson shook his head from side to side engaged in a sarcastic laugh.
Starkman nearly bore a hole through the detective’s head with is gaze. Benson, aware of the android’s continued presence, slowly turned around. Starkman pointed to his head. “The evidence you talk about is up here. I was nowhere near the Atlantis at the time of the murders, and my digital recording will prove it.”
“I may ask you to do just that, Starkman. How do I know you haven’t got another tape stored up there, one taken minutes before the distress signal was activated?”
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