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      The Darkness will strike again.

      The last time Volka, Carl, and 6T9 faced the Dark, they survived—but survival came at a cost. Now the enemy is evolving, and so must they.

      To protect the galaxy, 6T9 is forced to abandon the last remnants of who he once was. What began as a single line of code has turned him into something far more dangerous: a commander capable of destruction without hesitation. Becoming humanity’s greatest weapon may save the galaxy—but it may cost him the woman he loves.

      Volka is changing, too. Her abilities have grown beyond anything she once imagined, pushing her toward a destiny she cannot escape. To defeat the Dark, she must become not just a telepath, but a leader—one capable of making choices that will shape the fate of worlds.

      As a Dark Fleet gathers beyond the edges of known space, Volka, 6T9, Carl Sagan, and a band of sentient faster-than-light ships race toward a final confrontation. The enemy is closer than they realize, more patient than they expect, and determined to erase humanity—and everything else that dares to think, build, or evolve.

      The Archangel Project Boxset 3 includes: Android General 1, Admiral Wolf, and Supernova—the epic conclusion to the Archangel Project saga.

      The final battle is coming.

      And no one will emerge unchanged.

    

  


  
    
      Archangel Project Boxset Two

      Compilation copyright © 2026 C. Gockel

      Starship Waking © 2018

      Darkness Rising © 2019

      The Defiant © 2019

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, write to the author, subject “Attention: Permissions,” at the email address below:

      cgockel@cgockelwrites.com

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GET SNEAK PEEKS AND EXCLUSIVE CONTENT

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sign up for my newsletter

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: Book Dragon]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      To my dad, Jim Evans. Thanks for getting me hooked on sci-fi, fantasy, and comic books. I miss you.
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      The Darkness will strike again …

      The last time Carl, Volka, and 6T9 fought the Dark, 6T9 failed Volka. If he wants her and all the carbon-based life forms that he loves to survive, he needs to change. Change for an android is as easy as flipping a switch but dealing with the consequences is not as simple.

      To save Volka, he’ll have to give up the part of himself that Volka adores. He’ll need to become something an innocent, peace-loving sex ‘bot was never designed to be, something dangerous, something he despises.

      To save Volka and the galaxy he’ll need to become…Android General 1.
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            THE DARKNESS WITHIN

          

          GALACTIC REPUBLIC: ASTEROID S1O27.234935

        

      

    

    
      6T9 had just had a software update, and the boot up sequence was taking longer than usual. All his systems were almost completely online, but he still could not see. An anxious voice asked, “Will he be all right? What exactly did you do to him?”

      Who was speaking? At 6T9’s query, his local database returned the following:

      Speaker identified: Ethernet-to-speech-device COL325691. Registered to Carl Sagan, aka Hsissh, aka Fluffy, member of The One.

      The One: A Quantum Wave controlling species capable of inhabiting “wave compatible” life forms such as cats, wolves, werfles, and gixelloopalops*

      Preferred form: werfles

      Preferred world: Luddeccea

      *Gixelloopalops have not yet been discovered by humans.

      Two milliseconds later, he connected to the local ethernet and downloaded the following:

      Location: Asteroid S1O27.234935 Galactic Republic Space

      Local quadrant: L6921

      A millisecond after that, his own internal sensors came online:

      Gravity: .91G

      Atmosphere: Nitrogen 77.1%, oxygen 20.5%, argon 1%, carbon dioxide 1.4%

      Pressure: Earth standard

      :: LOCAL ENVIRONMENT SAFE FOR PROLONGED HUMAN EXPOSURE ::

      Carl Sagan squeaked, and the ethernet-to-speech device the werfle wore blurted, “James…James, answer me!”

      Ocular Systems Online appeared in 6T9’s vision, but otherwise, all he saw was black. A blink sequence initiated. His vision returned. His eyes had been closed, that was all. 6T9 should have known that…he should always know that, but somehow on boot up, if his eyes had been closed by someone after he shut down, their closing didn’t register until after the blink sequence. He inhaled in a programmed display of relief—not because he needed to breathe—and his olfactory receptors picked up the additional chemical signatures of trees, pinecones, decaying leaf matter, deer dung, fungus, and a faint whiff of mildew.

      He blinked again.

      He was sitting in the forest on S1O27.234935—his deceased employer Bernadette’s asteroid; technically, his asteroid while he cared for Carl Sagan, her pet. His back was against a tree, and he was staring up at the familiar face of James Sinclair, one of 6T9’s oldest friends, even though they had never had sex. James was holding up what looked like a metal antenna. He pressed a button on its side; it telescoped in on itself, and James handed it to 6T9.

      Accepting the device, 6T9 turned it around in his fingers. It was a programming access key, and it could change the basic programming of the ‘bot or android it belonged to. It could make a medic ‘bot believe its primary function was road repairs or turn a security ‘bot’s inclinations to dog grooming. 6T9 had wanted James to change his programming so he could own himself. He hadn’t been allowed to—his original programming prevented him from owning a self-aware being—even if that being was him.

      “It’s done,” James said. “I also tightened up your Q-comm port while I was in there.” His lips thinned. “‘Daddy-One’ likes to give us weaknesses. Thinks it makes us more empathetic to the human condition, but I think you’ll have enough to deal with in the near future.”

      “Daddy-One” was 6T9’s nickname for Time Gate 1, the vast ring hovering above Earth that served as a faster-than-light portal to other such gates for data and ships. Time Gate 1 was possibly the first “naturally” evolved, self-aware artificial intelligence. It was also the site of the server for 6T9’s higher thought processes. His Q-comm connected him in real-time to that server. Sometimes it slipped out of its port, and then he was just the dumb sex ‘bot he was originally designed to be.

      Nodding to James, 6T9 closed his eyes, scanned his code, and saw his model name and serial number next to his ownership registration. He exhaled in relief from lungs with only one purpose—to make him appear more human.

      Out of habit, 6T9 continued to scan his log of code changes, just as he would do after a normal system update. James’s code modifications scrolled before his eyes, and static began jumping along 6T9’s spine. The changes were much more extensive than ownership. White light flashed behind his eyelids. His hands balled into fists, though no human was around to see the emotional response.

      “Are you all right, Sixty?” Carl squeaked.

      “Get back, Carl,” James warned.

      Carl whimpered, and 6T9 heard him scamper off.

      6T9’s jaw ground, and the static beneath his skin turned to heat. He opened his eyes. James was kneeling on one knee, blonde hair ruffled by air vents, blue eyes searching 6T9’s. There was a long gash down the side of James’s face, revealing a black polymer skull that was a significant upgrade on 6T9’s own metal skeleton. James’s poly-bone was lighter, his mass more human-like.

      6T9 saw the James before him, and the James that was in his memory banks: the James that had been disgusted by 6T9 during their first meeting and disgusted at Eliza for owning a sex ‘bot. He saw the James that had enjoyed confusing 6T9 with idioms and metaphors before he had his Q-comm, the James that had been happy not to reveal his android nature when 6T9 had been mocked for his. He saw the James that had been at Eliza’s funeral, but also the James that still disapproved of 6T9 for being a sex ‘bot, the James who had once accused 6T9 of wasting his Q-comm among the independent traders. 6T9 saw the James who very recently had forbidden 6T9 to reboot when they were aboard the Merkabah, turning 6T9 into a parody of the dumb sex ‘bot James claimed he didn’t want 6T9 to be ... in front of Volka, no less. And 6T9 hadn’t been able to disobey James, because James was still in his databanks as a human, and without a gear-grinding good reason, 6T9 hadn’t been able to disobey or hurt a human if that human’s comfort was in danger…until James had altered 6T9’s programming. Until now.

      Snarling, 6T9 reached for James’s neck.

      James caught 6T9’s hand easily but did not hold it easily. James’s hand shook. The other android’s skeleton was lighter and faster; it was also more brittle, and at the moment, 6T9 wanted to snap it into slivers. “What’s wrong, James?” 6T9 snarled. “I’m just being the creature you made me.”

      Hand trembling, James replied levelly, “Don’t make excuses, 6T9. You’re doing this, not me.” 6T9 ripped his hand from James’s grip. James, the coward, took the opportunity to escape, leaping up into the air. His body somersaulted backward, and he landed lightly on his feet meters away. James’s movements were faster than a human could manage, and faster than 6T9 could with his heavier skeleton.

      “Liar,” 6T9 snarled, the recent code changes making his lip curl in disgust. He lunged at the other android. James dodged easily again, but 6T9 hadn’t expected to catch him and had spent less power on the feint than James had used to escape. 6T9 was 89.1% charged; he’d powered up before calling Volka. That seemed like a lifetime away—but it was less than twelve hours ago. James had arrived just after the call with the key to reprogram 6T9. They’d come to the asteroid and walked out to the forest, and then 6T9 had shut down for his reprogramming. James hadn’t shut down. All 6T9 had to do was tire the other android out. There were ways 6T9 could do that, ways that didn’t involve him lifting a finger. Mentally connecting with the asteroid’s central computer—the computer only he was authorized to access—6T9 activated the fleet of hovering hedge shearing and tree clearing ‘bots. They couldn’t kill or maim, but they were also dumb as rocks.

      “You made me a killer, James,” 6T9 said, smiling grimly and walking toward the other android.

      “No, I didn’t,” James said, holding his ground this time.

      A hovering ‘bot shot by overhead, slicing through a branch above James. James awkwardly knocked it away with one arm, just in time for another ‘bot to drop a heavier branch on the shoulder of his other side. James crumpled momentarily, but then rose, flinging the branch backward. 6T9 kept walking, pace unhurried. James edged sideways. 6T9 knew where he was going, and his eyes narrowed.

      Backing away, keeping his focus on 6T9, James said, “You asked me to help you help Volka, and I did that.”

      “By turning me into a sadist?” 6T9 said. He couldn’t kill James, not really. But he didn’t want to kill James—he wanted to hurt James, and for the first time in his existence, he could without permission.

      One of the ‘bots that had dropped a branch on James tumbled to the ground and then the other. Accessing their databanks, 6T9 tilted his head. James had bypassed the central computer’s security and turned them off, just as the android “legal ‘bot” Lauren G3 had when she’d turned off the gravity during Bernadette’s will reading. James and Lauren G3 had ether access and security-breaking capabilities 6T9 didn’t have because they weren’t sex ‘bots, and Time Gate 1 and Time Gate 3, the giant computers that controlled the servers that were their respective minds, allowed them to do so. 6T9 was too “unstable” for that power. Static fizzed beneath every inch of 6T9’s skin. There were more hover ‘bots, and 6T9 commanded them to attack the local trees with a thought.

      Lifting his hands to shoulder height, James asked, “Do you want to be a sadist? Have you asked yourself why?”

      6T9’s Q-comm sparked at the question, nearly blinding him. His distant computer mind was churning its proverbial gears. Why did he want to hurt James so much?

      His Q-comm returned no answer, and frustration and electricity surged in 6T9 just in time for the next landscape ‘bots to zip above them. He used the ‘bots to shear the branches from trees on either side of James, forcing the other android to expend precious power fending off the falling limbs.

      Why did he want to cause James pain? It was completely out of character…but James had changed his character. With a cry of rage, 6T9 leaped through the air—turning up his masochism settings and bringing both legs up—and striking James square in the chest. 6T9 crashed to the ground, and the screaming of his sensory receptors felt good. James flew backward, crashing into a dead tree. The impact cracked the trunk, the upper limbs wobbled, and James frantically dived to the side. 6T9 stood up, fist upraised, and let the falling tree shatter on him. He savored the feel of synth skin tearing, and metal bones and synth muscles absorbing the shock. When it was over, he leaped from the fallen wreck toward James, smiling and activating a few new landscape ‘bots as he did.

      Backing out of the forest, toward a prairie scape, James said, “Maybe you should ask yourself who you’re really angry with.”

      The statement created a query, but from his already rapidly firing Q-comm there was no return, not even a null set.

      James glanced at the new set of approaching ‘bots, and they dropped from the air, sending clods of dirt flying when they hit the ground.

      Electricity was sparking through 6T9, and though his Q-comm hadn’t provided any guidance, he shouted, “I’m angry with you!” and lunged again.

      James jogged backward, into the prairie zone…and over the edge of the quadrant’s grav plate.

      With a thought shot into the ether, 6T9 turned up the gravity on the prairie to three times standard G. Shouting in shock, James tumbled backward. 6T9 was already leaping into the air. He landed on the higher G plate, feet plowing into the earth on either side of James’s body. Grabbing the other android’s throat, knowing that James couldn’t flip him in the higher G, 6T9 brought a blow down on James’s face…almost…James caught the fist just in time. With his other hand, James sought to loosen 6T9’s grip on his throat. Gasping for air, James struggled under 6T9’s grip, both of his hands shaking.

      James didn’t need to breathe, which meant he was gasping because he wanted to speak. Did James think he could talk 6T9 out of his anger? Sickly fascinated by whatever logic James was going to spout, 6T9 loosened his grip.

      Inhaling with a loud wheeze, James said, “You wanted to be able to help Volka.”

      6T9 laughed—or tried to—but it sounded like a sob. “She won’t want me like this. I was an angel to her because I couldn’t kill or hurt!” She was the only sentient being in the galaxy who thought he was anything close to divine. She believed he adhered to a higher morality—even though he was a sex ‘bot, and by the rules of her planet, he was a base thing even among base things—he was a machine that catered to humans’ basest urges.

      James’s chest heaved. “Do you want Volka to believe you’re an angel, or do you want her to live?”

      For a moment, all of 6T9’s processors shut down. And then he remembered the infected men, women, and children of the pirate camp. The ones infected by the Dark seeking to infect Volka or destroy her, who would have destroyed 6T9 if she hadn’t destroyed them. She had killed them—against her own programming—and 6T9 had done nothing but criticize her and question her judgment, and then had abandoned her when she was grilled by the Diplomatic Corps and Fleet and put under house arrest.

      In the end, Captain Darmadi had comforted her. 6T9 wanted to break every bone in the good captain’s body and then send him out an airlock.

      6T9 gasped and shook his head. No, that was wrong…it was James he wanted to hurt. James he should hurt for turning him into this violent monster.

      “Your key, 6T9,” James said. “You…can change…yourself back. But we’ll be at war soon. How much do you value Volka’s…life? The Dark…the Dark is coming…”

      The Dark, an alien consciousness that turned humans into slaves, had declared its intention to destroy all of humanity. It hated machines. Volka would turn on him if it possessed her. 6T9 scrunched his eyes shut, his lips turned up in a silent snarl. James’s hands were shaking, or 6T9’s were, or both.

      James gasped. “To save her…how much…will…you…give?”
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          LUDDECCEA

        

      

    

    
      The ceiling fan was on in Alaric’s uncle’s kitchen, the windows were open, and the only thing Alexis had prepared for breakfast were slices of thick black bread, cold meat, cheese, and chilled fruit. Still, it was uncomfortably warm. Alaric’s ship had air conditioning; most of Luddeccea did not.

      Alexis, with Markus in his sling on her front, poured him some iced coffee. Markus was deaf, so Alaric signed and said, “Thank you.”

      Gurgling, Markus waved his hands excitedly. Alexis wasn’t paying attention. Frowning, she focused on the guard standing outside the window. The premier, Archbishop Sato, and most of the members of the Council were in agreement that Alexis was of strategic importance. She was the only person on Luddeccea who could read the language of the strange aliens that had been destroyed by the Dark. There were guards stationed around the perimeter of the grounds and the house itself at all hours to protect her. They’d turned the guest house into their operations center.

      Her scowl deepened.

      Had one of the men been rude to her or the boys? Did she find their weapons frightening? Had she seen someone act in any way that was less than professional?

      “Is there a problem?” Alaric asked.

      “No,” she said, but didn’t move.

      Alaric lifted his coffee, but then set it down. “You can tell me.”

      “It’s nothing,” Alexis said.

      Alaric took a deep breath. “If something is troubling you, it isn’t ‘nothing.’ Please tell me what it is.” He tapped the empty seat beside him.

      Rubbing a hand nervously down the bundle that was Markus, she sat.

      Alaric took a sip of his coffee and prepared for a wait. He reminded himself that his wife had many sterling qualities. She was smart and witty. She was devoted to their children. She was brave and had a cool head in a crisis. She was, as much or more than any member of the Luddeccean Guard, Council, or the Priesthood, passionate about destroying the Dark. She had turned in her own parents—her own mother—for their plot to destabilize the Luddeccean System. Alexis knew how dangerous destabilization would be with the threat of the Dark.

      The trouble was Alexis didn’t feel comfortable revealing her wit or humor to him. She had difficulty revealing anything of herself, her joy or her pain. Alaric could never tell how much of what she said was true and how much she said because she was supposed to say it. It had taken years of marriage, but he was finally piecing together that it wasn’t duplicitousness so much as a sincere belief that he didn’t want to know her opinions, and maybe even a belief that she wasn’t supposed to have them. She’d given him three beautiful children, and she was still a stranger. Silence was still uncomfortable between them. And after her kidnapping, her parents’ betrayal, and the grueling treatment she’d faced when she’d been infected by the Dark, she had never taken comfort in his arms. Unlike Volka, who he’d arguably treated much worse…

      He tried to push the thought aside, but the memory of his cheek against the top of Volka’s head, her tiny body tucked into his arms, and their fingers entwined invaded his consciousness. There had been nothing lustful in that last encounter; he had only given her comfort, but his skin had a memory of every point of contact, and it refused to give those memories up.

      He took another bitter sip. He had to forget. His relationship with Volka had poisoned his marriage from the beginning, even though it had been over, physically at least, since the time of Alaric’s and Alexis’s engagement. Volka had ended it, declaring his offer of patronage not fair to her or his future wife and “not right in the eyes of God.” She’d been right about the first part, and Alaric had gone into his marriage in good faith, hoping to make the best of it. He hadn’t realized that although God’s eyes had not been on him, the neighbors’ eyes had been on his relationship with Volka. They hadn’t seen the relationship end, perhaps because the salacious possibilities were too juicy for them to notice it was over.

      He thought of Volka tucked in his arms. Was it over? He still loved Volka. More than he loved her when they’d been together. He hadn’t really known Volka then, either. He hadn’t imagined her successfully stowing away aboard the Leetier, discovering and absconding with a sentient faster-than-light spaceship, taking down pirates in mech-suits, rescuing scientists on worlds infected by the Dark…or rescuing his wife.

      “It’s nothing. I shouldn’t bother you,” Alexis said, forcing his mind back to the present.

      Alaric set his coffee down with too much force, sloshing liquid over the edge. “Yes, you should bother me.” His voice was angrier than he meant it to be. Alexis stared at him with wide eyes. Markus, babbling and bouncing in his sling, caught the violent movement and went still and silent…before reaching for the cup. Pulling it away, Alaric sighed and rubbed his temple. “Alexis, if something is bothering you, it bothers me. I may not be able to fix it, but at least let me know what it is.” Let me know you, woman.

      Alexis took a deep breath, and at first, he thought it was a delayed reaction to his outburst, but then she said, “I don’t like feeling so helpless.”

      Dropping his hand, he turned toward her, hoping she would take it as a sign to continue, afraid to say anything unless the small bit of openness slammed shut.

      She bit her lip and gave Markus a spoon to play with. Not looking at Alaric, she said, “When the Galacticans came to rescue me…on the planet…they had extra weapons, but I couldn’t help them, even if I had…” She took a breath. “I couldn’t help them. I wouldn’t know how to fire a pistol.” She looked out at her guard. “If something happened, I couldn’t help them, even if I had a weapon.”

      “Would you like to learn how to shoot?” Alaric asked.

      Alexis scowled.

      Did she think he was questioning the validity of such a desire? He hastily added, “I would be happy to teach you.”

      Her scowl deepened, and she patted Markus slowly. “What would the neighbors think?”

      His first impulse was to shout, “Who cares what the neighbors think!” but he stifled it. Instead, summoning up his calmest, most even tones, he said, “Whatever you want, Alexis. I am happy to teach you.” He didn’t think he sounded hostile, even though he found her insistence on propriety head-bangingly frustrating.

      She studied a point on the table. “I will think on it.”

      Which was probably as direct an answer as he would get.

      Alexis didn’t get up, even though Markus began to fuss. “I’m going to go see Holly,” she blurted.

      Holly was Admiral Charles Nilsson’s wife. She was a smart, sensible woman, from what Alaric could tell. He was shocked…not that Alexis would go to see her, but that she would tell him. Normally, she wouldn’t comment much on her visits with friends or her adventures with his uncle. What to say to encourage her to keep talking? Lord, some of his crew complained about their wives never shutting up. “Mmm…doing anything special? A museum, maybe?”

      “I…it’s…I want to discuss more personal matters with her.” Alexis said, patting Markus to soothe him or herself, or both.

      Personal matters. Holly was a midwife…Alexis could only be referring to the matter of the doctor who’d delivered Markus. The doctor who’d maimed her, according to his werfle Solomon. If Alaric got close to the man, he’d break his hands.

      “Or maybe it’s a bad idea,” Alexis said, rising from her chair.

      Which was when Alaric realized his jaw had gotten hard, and he was gripping a fork in a white knuckled hand. “What? No, I think it is a good idea. She’s trained as a midwife and she has children of her own. You like her, and I support you completely.” Even though it might mean the admiral would know more about his sex life than he’d like—if Holly was the type who did talk to her husband. But if Alexis was comfortable with Holly, and that helped her, he didn’t care.

      Alexis’s shoulders rose and fell. “All right, then.” She patted Markus and stared at the table but was no longer frowning.

      “How are your translations going?” he asked, seeking a safe topic of conversation.

      Markus began to fuss. Standing quickly, sending her chair scraping across the floor, she swayed to soothe him. “I don’t know if the Galacticans are barring our access to alien files, or if they just haven’t found what we need.” What they needed was more information on the alien weaponry—the singularity beam that could crush a ship and blink it away to, well, wherever.

      When she spoke about her work, her expression relaxed, her tone became light, musing, and unguarded. Alaric suspected that it was because she’d never been directly ordered not to serve as a translator for an extinct alien race. Face thoughtful, she ruffled Markus’s hair and gave him a shiny metal bowl to gnaw on. “I don’t think the beam you described was a weapon, though, Alaric. I just feel so certain of that.” She shook her head. “Though, of course, I forget everything but the writing…the rest is like a dream. A dream that is fading.”

      Alexis had received her understanding of the aliens while she was infected with the Dark. She was forgetting everything about the aliens except their written language. They’d spoken to a neurologist about it. The working hypothesis was that the mRNA that had been planted in her neurons by the Dark had given her the memories of the Dark’s former host species. The Galactic Republic’s treatment had destroyed the mRNA and the Dark’s control over her, and most of the memories of the Dark’s hosts had been destroyed, too. Fortunately, before the treatment had taken effect, Alexis had read the aliens’ language and it had been committed to her short-term memory. Alexis had continued to read it through her recovery, solidifying that knowledge. She read the aliens’ language, but their history, she’d forgotten: how they’d encountered the Dark—or how it had encountered them—she wasn’t sure. How they had traveled between the stars, she did not know.

      She took a step away from the table, and just trying to keep the conversation going, Alaric ventured, “The myths you’ve been translating have been interesting.”

      Alexis’s face lit up. “Oh, yes…and yesterday I got to what I think is part of their history…though it was very…epic…in scope.” She blinked. “So, I could be wrong. It could be another myth.”

      “What makes you think it is folklore, not fact?” Alaric asked, his curiosity real.

      “Well,” Alexis said, not looking at him, her tone reflective. “Humans, according to Father Romano—I think you were a pupil of his—he is head of the History Department at the seminary?”

      Picking up his coffee, Alaric nodded. “Yes, I enjoyed his lectures.”

      Alexis continued. “Humans existed on Earth as hunter-gatherers for approximately 200,000 years, but the People⁠—”

      “The People” was how the aliens thought of themselves or as close a translation as could be managed. They had no word for themselves, because they were truly deaf, only capable of perceiving sounds as vibrations in the long, flexible feathers that fell from their heads like hair, according to the Galactican scientists’ vivisections. They had some limited sign language, but mostly they didn’t need it. They were true telepaths from birth.

      “—the People were nomadic gatherers for only about 25,000 years. But what is more astounding is that they went from subsistence agriculture to a spacefaring race in 2,000 years. It took humans 20,000 years to get to the moon after the beginning of agriculture.”

      Stunned, Alaric set down his coffee with deliberate care. The Dark had destroyed people so much more precocious than the human race? Had she gotten the numbers wrong?

      Alexis met his gaze. “Maryam…Dr. Johnson reviewed the numbers with me by telephone. Those are standard Earth years.”

      Johnson was one of the few women in the seminary. She was a widow with two young children, and Luddeccean society did allow—and even encouraged—widows and barren women to work, offering them opportunities for advancement that women weren’t usually allowed. Working with the People’s symbols for pi, Plank’s constant, and the speed of light, Johnson had been able to translate the People’s numeric system and their units of time. If Johnson had verified the numbers, Alaric believed them.

      “That is …” he shook his head. “Remarkable.”

      Alexis nodded. “There was a meteor strike at the beginning of their agricultural age that caused massive famine. They remembered it. The goal of the People across their home world became preparation for the next strike, and space colonization, to ensure the People would survive.” Her brow furrowed. “Or enough of them would.” She shrugged. “And they did it.”

      Alaric thought of what he knew of ancient Earth civilization. “How did a single empire manage to conquer the whole of a planet, hold their empire together, and succeed in such an ambitious undertaking?”

      Bouncing a rapidly-growing-irritable Markus, Alexis shook her head again. “That is the other part of the story, or history, that makes me think it was mythical. There was no conquering; it was just…agreement. They all had memory of the terrible famine, the Dying they called it, and were determined that it wouldn’t happen again.” She looked out the window. “Of course, history is written by the victors, so perhaps it wasn’t as peaceful as the myths make it sound?”

      Alaric felt a cold prickle on his neck remembering the alien in Volka’s starship’s dream prostrating itself before them.

      Markus threw the bowl from his hands and gave a howl that completely obliterated the sound of it clanging on the floor.

      Sighing, Alexis said, “He’s hungry. I’m going to feed him before his carer comes.”

      She left, and Alaric sat piecing together everything she’d told him, and everything he’d seen in the spaceship’s dream. There must have been a warrior class, one that had rewritten the history books of The People. It must have been a small group to maintain such a fiction for so long—or perhaps it was just that they had so few samples of The People’s historical records? If it was a small group that ruled everything, then perhaps that explained their rapid decline. A small, insular group would become entrenched in a single way of thinking. Luddeccean society, unlike the Galactic Republic, firmly embraced tradition, but even they knew the danger of that and had mechanisms to prevent society from becoming ossified. Families that traced their lineage to the First Founders wielded considerably more influence, but any man could work his way up from the ranks of enlisted to officer or priesthood and marry into those families, and many did. Holly’s husband, for one. Alaric frowned to himself. Any man but a weere man could do so.

      He blinked up from his coffee and realized he should have said something to Alexis before she’d left the room. He should say goodbye to her at least.

      A knock came from the front door, he heard the weere maid answer, and then the sound of Markus’s carer—a deaf woman who read lips and spoke very well, but was also fluent in sign language. Before the door closed, he heard the sound of a motorcycle engine cutting off, and then a car coming to a halt: Alexis’s daily messenger with new documents to translate, and Alaric’s ride.

      He exited the kitchen, and through the front window, saw the driver of his car courteously opening the door for Solomon. Alaric’s werfle had been missing in action this morning, probably hunting. For a moment, Alaric hesitated. “On time” was late in Alaric’s opinion, but seeing to Alexis’s well-being was probably a matter of Luddeccean security at the moment. His driver shut the door behind the werfle and looked toward the house expectantly. For too long, Alaric stood indecisive, but then instead of leaving, he went up the stairs to say goodbye to Alexis. When he entered the nursery, Alexis looked up sharply, clutching the softly slurping Markus. “Is something wrong?” She glanced at the clock on the mantle, and her eyes got wide. “You’re running late!”

      “Nothing’s wrong. I just came to say goodbye,” he said awkwardly.

      Alexis stared at him as though he’d just said, “Let’s take a trip to the moon, right now.”

      Her lips pursed as though untangling a problem more difficult than an alien language with a ten-thousand-character logographic writing system. And maybe for someone who had been taught to repress all her feelings, it was a more difficult problem. Alaric wasn’t particularly talkative himself, but if he truly felt a need, he knew he’d always have his parents, brothers, sister, or his uncle to burden. For a while he’d had Volka.

      He tapped his hand against his thigh and went over to give her a kiss on the cheek, which seemed safe and proper, but that threw her into a frenzy of clumsily searching the armrest with her free hand. He blinked, and then realized she was reaching for a baby blanket. Her fingers found it, and she threw it over her and Markus as though the sight of his son at her breast would disgust him.

      Leaning down, he whispered, “I really don’t⁠—”

      “Ma’am Darmadi!” said the carer, entering the room with a friendly almost-shout, and signing as she spoke. “How is little Markus today?”

      “Ma’am, you have mail,” said the maid, just on the carer’s heels. The weere woman carried a shoebox of Alexis’s daily letters—women’s auxiliary groups, Daughters of the Founders Clubs, Women for the War Effort, and more—all asking for her to come speak to them. She always politely refused, saying she wasn’t a hero. Though she had been. When the supply ship Manna had been attacked by pirates, without thought to her own safety, she’d pulled a release latch that allowed an emergency shuttle to disembark, carrying with it Markus, a family of civilians, and off-duty Guardsmen. Their testimony had allowed the Luddeccean government to realize very quickly that the ship’s hijacking had been an inside job, and to more quickly quash the conspiracy her family had been launching against the new premier and Archbishop Sato.

      “He is fine, Helen,” Alexis said to the carer, who came over to coo at Markus.

      To the maid, Alexis said, “Do any of the letters look urgent? Has the messenger arrived from the archbishop, yet?”

      “The messenger is downstairs, waiting in the parlor,” the maid replied, stepping close to Alexis, her body between Alaric and his wife. “I’ll look through these and see if there is anything personal, if you like.”

      “Yes, please,” Alexis said.

      The room was crowded. Helen and the maid were in his way, and Alaric left, kiss not performed, feeling incomplete. He wasn’t fighting with Alexis, he reminded himself. She had sat down with him and told him what was wrong…after he’d needled. And at no point had he shouted, “Just say what you mean and mean what you say, Woman!” So. Progress. He headed downstairs, feeling like he had a headache coming on. Did it have to be this hard?

      Of course, it didn’t. His hand flexed at his side and he remembered Volka in his arms.

      Five minutes later than he normally left, he got into the thankfully air-conditioned car next to a sleeping Solomon—thinking he still might not technically be late. But then the driver pulled forward, and then the man realized that he wouldn’t be able to get around the messenger’s motorcycle, still in the driveway, without flattening a flowerbed. The driver got out, tried to move the motorcycle, failed, came back to inform Alaric he was going to get the messenger, and then went to the front door.

      Ten minutes later, they were coasting up the drive in the motorcycle messenger’s wake, well on the way to being truly late. Alaric was stifling irritation when a flash of silver in the woods behind the house caught his eye. “Stop.” He spoke the order on instinct, half thinking he’d only seen a figment of his imagination. The car halted, and out the window Alaric saw Volka walking up the hill behind his uncle’s house. She must have come in the corner gate, as she sometimes had when she’d run errands for his uncle. There was a Guardsman behind her, and for a heartbeat, he thought the man had arrested her, but then he saw her hands were free at her sides. The man was eyeing a green billfold—the type used for identification papers—and was speaking into his radio, his attention clearly not entirely on Volka.

      Why was she here? She was wearing a long, lemon yellow dress—modest enough for Luddeccea, but the multitude of pearlescent buttons down the left front and the asymmetrical neckline and hem was Galactican in style. It was very suitable for the Galactican ambassadorial attaché she was, yet she had come through the corner gate and was headed for the kitchen door, which was how a weere would enter. She should go through the front door.

      Through the glass, his eyes met hers. She drew up short, and her lips parted as though as shocked to see him as he was to see her. And maybe she was shocked, maybe—it entered his thick skull—she wasn’t here to see him. Could she be here to see his uncle? Obviously, she wasn’t here by Alexis’s invitation, but she had been invited, or she wouldn’t have been allowed across the perimeter. His uncle had said nothing to him about it. His jaw got hard. He could guess his uncle’s reasoning. The less was said to Alaric, the less temptation for Alaric to linger, and the less chance Alexis would find out—but Alexis was upstairs and was bound to find out anyway, and what temptation could really occur when his wife was there? And why had his uncle made Volka enter through the back?

      He pulled on the door handle, but Volka threw up a hand, her eyes—the same yellow as the dress—still locked on his. She was nearly thirty meters away, yet the intensity of her gaze made him feel like there was no space between them. He pushed the door open, prepared to take her around to the front of the house. Before he’d stepped out, Volka frantically began shaking her head in the negative. He paused.

      Solomon squeaked for attention, but Alaric remained fixated on Volka. She mouthed the words, “Please” and “No.” He didn’t read lips, but he could read hers. Solomon squeaked again and hopped on the seat.

      Alaric looked pointedly at Volka, to the front door, and back at her. She was an attaché, not staff.

      She shook her head again. No.

      He exhaled, pained that she wouldn’t let him do that simple thing, but was it the right thing if it wasn’t what Volka wanted? He slumped back in his seat. “I hate it,” he mouthed, hand tightening on the door handle.

      She smiled sadly. “I know,” her lips said. She wasn’t close enough for him to hear.

      They understood each other after years apart and with meters between them. He slammed the door shut, turned away, and said, “Drive.”

      Solomon stood on his hind legs. Using a modification to Luddeccean sign language appropriate for tiny paws and no opposable thumbs, he gestured to say, “You did the right thing.”

      Alaric rubbed his temple, but then signed in return, “It doesn’t feel like it.”

      He didn’t look back as they pulled down the drive.
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        * * *

      

      Volka watched Alaric’s car pull away, feeling better that she had seen him, despite everything. She felt like she had an ally—in spirit, at least.

      “Ma’am?” said the Guardsman beside her.

      “Oh, right,” Volka said. “Lead away.”

      He led her to the back door that Alaric hadn’t wanted her to go through.

      Taking a deep breath, she knocked.

      A strange weere woman in the typical drab tunic and trousers of staff opened the door and glared at her. “Yes? What do you want?”

      “Ah—” Volka said, but Mr. Darmadi—Silas—cried from behind the woman, “Volka, what are you doing? Merta, get out of the way!” The weere woman jumped aside, and a moment later, Mr. Darmadi was in the doorframe.

      “You invited me?” Volka said, confused. She’d asked for his permission to come here, and he’d issued the formal invitation she’d needed. What had she done wrong now?

      He scowled down at her from atop the kitchen stoop. “You should come in the front door.”

      “Oh, well.” That was a change. She shrugged. “I’m here now, so⁠—”

      Still scowling, he said, “I think you should go around the front.”

      Behind him, the weere woman’s eyes got wide and her jaw dropped to the floor. What he was suggesting—which Alaric had also suggested—was scandalous.

      “Um, Mr. Darmadi, the neighbors will see,” Volka pointed out.

      She wouldn’t have thought it possible, but his scowl intensified—the wrinkles behind his glasses at the bridge of his nose and around his mouth got deeper, and his gaze became sharper and narrower. “I think that is the point, Volka,” he said in a scolding tone that he’d used on her many times before. It was the tone that said, “I shouldn’t have to explain this to you.” It was oddly comforting. In all that changed, some things hadn’t.

      His expression relaxed a fraction. “Also, I told you to call me Silas.”

      “Yes, Mister⁠—”

      He raised an imperious eyebrow.

      “—Silas.”

      “All right.” He squared his shoulders. “I will meet you at the front.”

      The next moment, she was staring at the wood grain of the back door.

      She turned to her Guardsman escort. Nostrils flaring, he said, “I heard. Move.” The disapproval came through loud and clear. Volka’s lips pressed together. No, some things hadn’t changed.

      She walked around the house. Another Guardsman was patrolling there.

      “What is she doing?” he asked the guard escorting Volka.

      “The head of the house told her to come this way,” Volka’s guard replied.

      The new Guardsman shook his head. “That’s going to go over well with the lady of the house.” But he let Volka approach the front entrance. She raised her hand to knock. Before her knuckles connected with the wood, it was opened from the inside by Mr. Darmadi himself.

      “Volka, you made it!” he said, as though he hadn’t just seen her at the back door. “Come in, come in.”

      Ignoring the Guardsman who took that moment to spit disapprovingly, she entered. The ceiling wasn’t as high as she remembered, and it was darker than the Galactican buildings she’d become accustomed to with their enormous windows. The weere maid entered the foyer, and Mr. Darmadi—Silas—asked, “Would you like any refreshments?”

      “That’s all right” was on the tip of her tongue, but her stomach was a bit unsettled, as it always was in the mornings since she’d started taking Galactican birth control to tame her season. Also, it was warm in the house. “A glass of water would be nice, thank you,” she said.

      “And I’d like iced tea, please,” said Mr. Darmadi. “We’ll take it in the library.”

      The maid bowed and headed to the kitchen.

      “Come, come,” said Mr. Darmadi, leading Volka down the hall. “Alexis won’t be down for a few more minutes.”

      Following him, head bowed in habit, Volka’s heart rate picked up. Mr. Darmadi had invited Volka here, but it was Alexis she had to see. She released a breath. It would have been disastrous if Alaric had caused a scene, no matter how his objection to her entering through the back had warmed her. Her eyes lifted to Mr. Darmadi. He’d insisted she come in the front door, too. Certainly, the neighbors would know, despite the garden’s shroud of trees; they’d hear from the maid and the Guardsmen. At least Alexis would know it was Mr. Darmadi’s doing, not Alaric’s.

      She swallowed. Mr. Darmadi’s back had become slightly stooped since she’d been his apprentice, he was thinner, and the joints of his fingers seemed a bit more swollen.

      “Rex came by,” Mr. Darmadi said, referring to a young weere man of considerable artistic talent who’d been Volka’s student.

      “Oh, that’s good,” said Volka as they entered the library. The windows were open, the ceiling fan was on, and there was a comfortable breeze through the room. It smelled of old books, old wood, and the garden with its riot of blooms. Mr. Darmadi turned to her and frowned.

      “It’s not good?” she asked.

      Mr. Darmadi’s shoulders rose and fell. “I think he intends to join the Weere Guard.”

      “He is only sixteen,” Volka replied in dismay.

      Taking a seat in a high-backed chair and gesturing for her to do the same in the chair nearest him, Mr. Darmadi took off his spectacles and wiped his eyes. “Human boys lie about their age to the recruiters all the time. I don’t suppose young weere men are any different.”

      Volka gingerly sat down across from him. Her mind raced with thoughts of Rex—he was almost too small to apply to the Weere Guard. His shoulders were narrow, and his voice still cracked occasionally. He didn’t have a beard to speak of…but they’d take him, she was sure. He was healthy, smart, and literate—and the last two were useful in soldiers, contrary to popular opinion. But would those talents be appreciated in a weere soldier? Some weere could sense the Dark almost as well as The One. Hopefully Rex would be one of those and not given some horrid post that left him as little more than phaser fodder.

      Volka shook her head, still in disbelief. “You pay more, though.”

      Mr. Darmadi sighed. “But a position in the Weere Guard is more honorable.”

      Volka froze; it was possible she forgot to breathe. It was the lizzar in the room. Any weere knowing that Mr. Darmadi was never married would be suspicious of his “inclinations.” Weere were in many ways less tolerant than humans of homosexuality. Mr. Darmadi was a respected member of human society. As long as he kept his affairs out of sight, humans were happy to pretend he was just an unfortunate man unable to have children. They didn’t shun him.

      Weere, on the other hand…it had always been hard to recruit help for the household. Weere men were especially hard to convince. If they took a job with a man who was suspected of favoring men, they’d get ribbed for it constantly. Even Volka’s father had gotten asked questions like, “Does your wife protect you from him?” Maybe the stricter taboo was because few weere men could resist the season, and so even if they might be attracted romantically more to males, they still wound up in male-female couples and the condition was just rarer. Or maybe it was similar to the way the weere looked down on humans for the “monkey human” penchant for infidelity—which Sixty said was more naturally serial monogamy in the Republic—weere just needed to look down on humans for any reason they could.

      None of those musings were particularly helpful to Mr. Darmadi. She tried to think of what to say. The maid saved her by bringing in her water and Mr. Darmadi’s tea. Volka filled the silence with a thank you, which earned her a scowl. Did the maid know about her affair with Alaric so many years ago? Did she think, like Alexis had, that it was still going on?

      As the maid left, Mr. Darmadi said, “But Rex says he’s inherited all his talent from his father...and his father hurt his leg and can’t work on the salvage crew anymore on the edge of the Exclusion Zone. He asked me to interview him…which is why I think Rex came to see me to begin with. I suppose I’ll do it.”

      He didn’t sound particularly hopeful, but Volka’s ears perked. She knew Rex and his widowed father were supporting two younger siblings and a pair of cousins. “I think he’ll accept,” she said. Poor Rex’s father probably didn’t have many options. She hoped he met Mr. Darmadi’s exacting standards. But even if he couldn’t help so much with drawings and underpaintings, stretching and priming canvases, cleaning brushes and the studio would be a big help.

      Sipping his tea, Mr. Darmadi looked toward the ceiling. “It’s quiet up there. Alexis is about to come down.” Setting his tea aside, he rose, and Volka rose, too.

      “I better alert her you’re here, so she won’t be surprised.” He shuffled across the room, but stopped by the door and turned back. “I hear…I hear it, the Dark…it is worse than we’re being told.”

      Volka’s hands came together in front of her. “It is. It is much worse.”

      Resting a hand on the doorframe, he looked at her over the edge of his glasses. “And that the treatment is torturous.”

      “It is,” Volka admitted.

      Sighing, he said, “Well…she’s still angry at me anyway⁠—”

      Alexis was angry at him because he had told her that Volka and Alaric weren’t involved—hadn’t been involved—since Alexis’s and Alaric’s engagement.

      Mr. Darmadi continued, “—and I’m a coward and don’t want to face torture.”

      Volka blinked.

      He turned away and stepped out of view, but Volka called out, “Mister—Silas …”

      He poked his head around the door frame.

      Hands together, Volka rolled on her feet. “You faced Galacticans, a robot, and a demon to get Alexis back—” Not that the Galacticans, Sixty, or Carl would have hurt him—well, not Sixty or the Galacticans—but Mr. Darmadi hadn’t known that when he’d come to the Galactic Republic Embassy to beg for their help in saving Alexis. “—and you made me come in the front door. That’s all very brave.”

      He blinked at her a moment and then waved a hand. “Pssish, you’ll swell my head.” He disappeared down the hall, and Volka smiled. She’d missed Luddeccean modesty.

      She heard Mr. Darmadi’s steps on the stairs, and her smile melted. She had not missed Luddeccean prejudice, and she was about to face the most prejudiced of just about any Luddeccean she’d ever met. Prejudice brought on by society but nurtured by personal reasons.

      Upstairs, she heard another set of footsteps, and then Mr. Darmadi’s whispers. Those other footsteps became angry strides through the upper hall and down the stairs.

      Volka took a deep breath, steeled herself…and realized that was not the way to go about it. She let the steel bleed from her frame and folded her ears submissively…just in time for Alexis to barge in the door. “What are you doing here, in my home, dog?”

      And there it was. All the hatred and bile Volka had expected. She reminded herself that she wouldn’t get much better from any human woman…in fact, she wouldn’t get anywhere with any other human woman. She’d be turned away at the door. For better or worse, she and Alexis were connected through who they knew and by their history together. Scrunching her eyes shut and biting her lip to keep from snarling, Volka remembered the stakes and remembered what a Luddeccean lady would consider her place—the place she’d tried so hard to unlearn and forget. Hands meekly clasped before her, head bowed, Volka whispered, “I am here, ma’am, to beg you for your help.”
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      There was a red light blinking in the periphery of 6T9’s vision, alerting him that the gravity in this quadrant of the asteroid was not optimal for human life or for machine power reserves. Staring down at James, hand still around the other android’s neck, 6T9 ignored it. The gravity draining him was doing worse to James. Crushed under 6T9’s weight, James’s face was turning red—a clever bit of engineering. It was quite human-like, as was James’s grimace. One of James’s hands was trying to remove 6T9’s from his neck, and the other was barely keeping 6T9’s other fist from plowing into his face.

      6T9’s Q-comm was hot in the back of his skull. Did 6T9 want Volka to live—did he want to be able to save her—or did he want her to regard him as an angel? James had stolen his entire identity, wiped it out with a few code changes, enabling him to hurt, maim, and kill.

      His Q-comm hummed, sparked, and reminded 6T9 he’d never been an angel or even worthy of Volka’s regard. He’d hurt Volka by not understanding that sometimes, doing the most good meant causing pain.

      With a shout, 6T9 pulled back from James, tumbled backward in the heavy G, and sat beside the other android in the grass flattened by their battle. James lay gasping and staring at the sky, the flush fading from his pale face.

      “I still want to hurt you,” 6T9 growled. And why did he want to? James teasing him over a hundred years ago? Or not letting him reboot a few months back? 6T9’s rage was disproportionate…Especially since 6T9 could change his programming back, if he wanted, with the key.

      Sounding tired, James said, “It’s all right, Sixty. You probably have more reason for anger than anyone.”

      6T9’s processor sparked in frustration. “What do you mean by that?”

      James rolled his head so his gaze was on 6T9. “Of all the androids and ‘bots with Q-comms, you are the kindest. You have given the most and gotten the least back.”

      6T9 felt the flare of rage beneath his skin again. “It certainly didn’t get me a threesome with you and Noa.”

      James looked away and wiped his eyes. “Have you ever considered why you might be so fixated on that threesome?”

      There was an old Earth adage that went, “There are no stupid questions.” It was wrong. “I’m a sex ‘bot, James. I’m fixated on sex with everyone.”

      “Lizzar dung you are.”

      6T9 opened his mouth to protest, but James sat up abruptly. “If you’d been so fixated on sex, you wouldn’t have holed yourself up on an asteroid with Bernadette and been celibate for years. You wouldn’t live now with a woman who is genetically predisposed to true monogamy.”

      “I haven’t been celibate lately, James.” He’d had Celeste and Bart, and Dr. Warren, before he’d insisted she get help for her drug habit.

      James huffed. “And you’ve kept all those relationships off the asteroid. Why not just turn the place into a bed and breakfast again? I bet you’d be a lot less celibate then.”

      6T9 thought of the time the Galactic Marines had spent their vacation here and the mess they’d made, fun as it had been. “It takes a lot of effort running a resort, and customers can get rowdy. I don’t want anyone bothering Volka while she works.”

      Narrowing his eyes at 6T9, James said, “Or maybe you just don’t want one of them falling for her and⁠—”

      6T9’s vision went white. Pain shot from his knuckles, cutting through the blindness. He could see again. James was below him, wrestling to hold off 6T9’s fists. The hairline scar that revealed James’s polymer skull had widened, and a piece of James’s synth skin was hanging in an ugly flap on his cheek. 6T9 blinked; his chronometer told him 23.25 seconds had passed. What had happened, and why was he doing this? Jerking his wrists out of James’s grasp, he staggered up, took a few steps back, and fell to his knees. “What is happening to me?”

      James gasped. “The thought of losing Volka makes you unstable.”

      Static rippled beneath 6T9’s skin. Shivering, 6T9 put his head in his hands. “That’s…that’s…jealousy. I am not programmed to be jealous.”

      A bird cheeped, and something rustled in the forest nearby.

      Touching his battered face, James sighed. “There are a lot of things you weren’t programmed to feel or not to feel…but you feel them because you’re more than a dumb ‘bot, 6T9, and even dumb ‘bots can learn. You’ve learned more than most. I’ve seen your code. You can’t favor one human over another sexually, but that doesn’t mean that you can’t favor one human over another in other ways. Some humans’ and bots’ company is more beneficial than others—intellectually and physically.”

      “Physically—”

      James dropped a hand into the dirt. “Don’t give me any lizzar dropping quip about Volka, Noa, or I not being there for you physically. We’d all save your neck even if we won’t fuck you, 6T9.”

      The expletive caught 6T9 off guard. The quip he had been prepared to make never came. He put his right hand on his left shoulder. His left arm was held together with duct tape—it had been severed from his body during a protest in New Grande. Volka had been the one who’d applied the tape. It was so neatly done it looked like a pauldron—the shoulder piece of a medieval knight’s armor. He touched the edges of the tape through his shirt.

      “Dare I say,” James said, “in the human emotional shorthand for someone who is extremely beneficial to you intellectually and physically, you love Volka, 6T9, even if you are not lovers. Losing her would be painful.”

      6T9 wanted to protest—to say that he loved everyone—but by James’s definition, he didn’t love everyone. He wasn’t even sure he liked fucking everyone anymore. He enjoyed the act, but not the actors. He’d rather be with Volka even without the sex…his Q-comm sparked…could he be with Volka in all ways now? He owned himself. He could reject anyone, coldly and cruelly.

      But would Volka want him as he was now, no longer an angel, a machine capable of causing pain? His hands clenched into fists in front of his eyes, and power surged through him. Not just capable of it, wanting to cause pain…Dropping his hands, he shook his head violently. Where was this fury coming from?

      Maybe he should change his programming back. He could do that…although before he’d been altered, he couldn’t have even asked James to make the changes or even thought that he’d want these abilities—it would have been against his programming to want to hurt anyone for any reason, and by extension to make himself capable of it. If he changed back, he wouldn’t have this inexplicable rage. But James was right. The Galactic Republic would be at war soon—was at war already, really, in all but name. 6T9 could lose Volka to the Dark or to any other millions of deadly chances that had nothing to do with the alien entity set on expanding through the universe. He could lose her regard for him—misplaced as it was—if he kept these new abilities to maim, hurt, and kill. But death was forever. As long as she was alive, there was hope that he could keep something of their friendship—or love, as James called it.

      It was logical to remain this way. And maybe there could be more between Volka and himself now.

      In the grass, James looked back up at the sky. “I think the reason you are fixated on that threesome with Noa and me is because it would unite your core programming and your higher, Q-comm-based functioning. You want to be with partners who treat you as more than a sex ‘bot.”

      6T9’s hands made fists at his sides. “I want to rip your limbs out just because you won’t have sex with me?” It was sadistic, immoral, and wrong according to all his primary programming, but also repellant to his higher reasoning. If every human responded to rejections of unwanted advances with life-ending force, humans wouldn’t survive as a race. He still wanted humans as a species to survive…His brow furrowed. James hadn’t altered that essential part of his programming.

      “I don’t know,” said James, “but I suspect you have other reasons to be angry with me and with everyone.”

      “You wouldn’t let me reboot aboard the Merkabah,” 6T9 blurted out. “You made me into a fool in front of Volka and Darmadi.” He’d been a fool in front of everyone, he supposed, but those two mattered.

      Very slowly, James rose so he was in a sitting position. “I was wrong. Please forgive me.”

      6T9 couldn’t meet his gaze. His Q-comm was sparking with the knowledge that James had probably ordered 6T9 not to shut down because of James’s own hard-earned learning—chiefly that the Luddecceans had no compunction against torturing androids. He’d wanted 6T9 to stay aware aboard the Merkabah so that they could escape at a moment’s notice. James had been trying to protect himself, but also 6T9. James could claim that as his defense, but he was not doing that. 6T9’s Q-comm whirred with that last observation.

      “Is there anything else, 6T9?” James asked.

      Somewhere a vent cut on. Birds trilled in the forest behind them.

      “I teased you mercilessly before you had a Q-comm,” James admitted.

      6T9 nodded dumbly.

      “I’m sorry,” James said.

      Picking up a pebble, 6T9 idly tossed it aside, watching its abbreviated flight in the higher G. James had to have violated more than a few laws to get hold of his access key. “It was over a century ago. Don’t think about it.” Even if 6T9 had thought of it earlier. James hadn’t revealed his true nature during the first desperate escape from Luddeccea. He hadn’t needed to; James
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