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      Beyond the borders of known space a Dark Fleet is gathering …

      Volka, 6T9, Carl Sagan, and their band of sentient faster-than-light ships are charged with finding the Dark’s forces. But the enemy is closer than any realize, and the Dark’s next strike will be sooner than they think.

      When the attack comes our heroes will be forced to evolve once more. Volka has become a true telepath. To fight the Dark, she must become a true leader as well. 6T9 is capable of destruction with a machine’s lack of remorse. He must learn when to stay his hand...not just to save humanity, but to keep the woman he loves.

      They must succeed, because the Dark has been evolving too. Carefully. Methodically. And it will stop at nothing short of the extinction of the human race.
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          Galactic Republic : The Asteroid S1O27.234935

        

      

    

    
      Electricity surged through 6T9’s circuits, his vision went briefly white, and then he jerked out of power save mode. Sitting up and yanking his charging cord from his back, he surveyed his surroundings. It was dark within the asteroid’s mansion. Silent. But it was two hours, thirty-three minutes before his scheduled power up. Something had awakened him; something that his distant processors thought was dangerous. Grabbing the pistol on his nightstand and slipping from the bed as quietly as he could, he checked the real-time security data. Nothing appeared amiss.

      He consulted his personal sensors, rewound half a minute, and discovered what had awoken him in his auditory logs: a thump from Volka’s room. After analyzing it, he estimated it to be a Volka-sized object hitting the floor from a height of one meter. Something had knocked Volka out of bed. He opened his door with a thought. Though cameras declared the hallway empty, he carefully peered out. Nothing was out of place. Still, he kept his pistol raised as he stepped into the hall. And then he heard fast footfalls coming his way. Milliseconds later, Volka rounded the corner, dressed only in her pajamas, in a dead run, head bent low. Whatever pursued her was silent.

      “Duck,” 6T9 commanded, aiming his pistol above her head.

      Volka's glowing gaze met his. Her wolf-like ears shot forward, and then she dived. 6T9 fired, and the hallway was briefly lit by phaser fire, revealing … nothing.

      6T9 cursed. “Where is the drone?” Cameras showed nothing. Some sort of camouflage tech?

      “Drone?” Volka gasped from the floor.

      “The drone chasing you,” 6T9 said, standing guard over her, pistol raised. His circuits sparked. “Or was it a human?”

      “I’m not being chased, Sixty.”

      Glancing through the triangle of his raised arms, he found her staring up at him, glowing eyes wide.

      Surveying the hallway through his sights, 6T9 said, “You fell from your bed.”

      “I was just excited.” Rising, she gently pushed his arms down. She did not chide him for firing a phaser above her head. For many Galacticans, just having a phaser would be considered dangerously unhinged.

      A moment ago, all his systems had been primed to engage an unknown assailant. They were still primed. His sensory receptors fired beneath her fingertips. 6T9 was, first and foremost, a sex ‘bot. He derived pleasure from giving pleasure, and it had been too long since he’d had true fulfillment. He’d asked Volka to court him, to give her and him some time to adjust to their new apps. Volka had become a true telepath. He had recently changed his programming to give him the ability to kill, maim, and cause pain—pain that wasn’t the fun kind. He’d always been able to manage that.

      Volka, unlike 6T9, was monogamous—a trait she’d acquired from her wolf DNA, just as she’d inherited glowing eyes and her wonderful ears.

      His jaw tightened. She was almost monogamous. She’d had a lover. She didn’t growl for Captain Alaric Darmadi anymore, but she also was just a thought away from the captain, no matter where in the universe the man was. 6T9 had almost killed Darmadi for it.

      Volka’s and 6T9’s courtship was almost entirely chaste. Keeping it so would make it easier for her to leave him, and so consummation would have more rewards than just pleasure. Circuits lighting, letting his gaze be obvious and slow, he traced the neckline of the V-neck tunic she wore over the rise of her clavicles down to where there was just the barest indication of her breasts. He let his eyes meet hers. Her pupils had dilated, and her lips were parted.

      He jerked back. That was just the sort of manipulation he’d been incapable of before his programming change, and the sort of disregard for her well-being that had prompted him to suggest they forsake engagement for courtship …. That and his inability to decipher when and when not to be violent. The smell of melted plastic-paneling from the phaser blast just punctuated that point.

      “Sixty?” Volka’s ears folded. “What’s wrong?”

      “A glitch,” he whispered. But surely a kiss wasn’t too much—even alone, in the dark, in nothing but pajamas. He leaned forward—and FET12’s voice erupted from down the hall. “What are you doing?”

      “When a sex ‘bot and a human like each other very much” was on the tip of 6T9’s tongue, but before it left his lips, FET12 demanded, “Why did you shoot your phaser?”

      And maybe it was good the adolescent-appearing ‘bot cut that quip off. Considering the abuse FE12 had suffered, the words would have been cruel.

      “A misunderstanding,” Volka replied. She sniffed the air, and her nose wrinkled.

      FET12 came down the hall. He was wearing armor, with the exception of his helmet—he must have powered down in the suit. He’d taken to wearing it like a protective second skin. Even with the suit, the scars FET12 had acquired from his previous owners were visible in the dimness; they crawled up from his back to his skull in jagged spikes of raised red synth tissue. As if noticing the direction of 6T9’s gaze, FET12 slipped a hand behind his neck. It went against sex ‘bot programming to appear in any way repugnant, and FET12’s scars made the ‘bot uncomfortable for that reason. But when Volka and 6T9 had suggested FET12 get a synth-skin graft, FET12 had said, “But then I would be desirable.”

      The other ‘bot was stuck in an inescapable if-then loop.

      “What sort of misunderstanding?” FET12 asked suspiciously. FET12 had designated himself as Volka’s protector. 6T9 exhaled a breath he didn’t need. Considering 6T9’s thoughts just minutes ago, and the phaser blast, maybe she did need protection.

      Ignoring FET12’s obvious suspicions, Volka put a hand through her short silvery hair, smiled, and winced. “I woke up really fast and fell out of bed.”

      “Why?” FET12 asked.

      Licking her lips, Volka’s gaze slid to the side. She smiled mischievously, and her ears perked.

      “A deer,” 6T9 surmised.

      FET12 sighed.

      “It hurt its leg,” Volka said, eyes meeting 6T9’s. “I can feel its pain.”

      6T9 noticed for the first time that Volka was wearing shoes with her pajamas. “And you will put it out of its misery?” 6T9 suggested.

      Volka nodded earnestly. If she experienced any guilt about the slaying of an injured beast, 6T9’s apps detected none in her expression. Smacking her lips, she began backing down the hallway, and added, “Hopefully before Shissh. She’s not awake yet.”

      Shissh was a Bengal tiger—or, more accurately, a quantum wave-controlling alien that belonged to the race known as The One, currently inhabiting the body of a Bengal tiger. 6T9’s former employer—now deceased—had stocked the asteroid with deer, and Shissh and Volka frequently hunted together.

      “Should I bother cooking the bacon I intended for breakfast?” 6T9 asked Volka.

      Stopping at the corner, she grinned. “Yes, we can pack it for lunch!” And then she disappeared.

      Circuits dimming, 6T9 went to inspect the damage he’d done to the wall. The paneling couldn’t be patched, only replaced. He was technically only the caretaker for the asteroid, and he was only that so long as he resided here and took care of Carl Sagan, one of Shissh’s species, inhabiting the body of a long-haired golden werfle, a sort of venomous, ten-legged weasel with the coloring of an orange tabby. 6T9 was not supposed to cause damage to the grounds or property herein. Borrowing and subsequently getting the asteroid’s luxury spaceship destroyed had already gotten him into a heap of trouble.

      Stepping back, he analyzed the problem.

      FET12 padded over. “Maybe you could hide the blast marks with a painting?”

      6T9’s circuits lit. “We could use one of Volka’s.” She had a lovely one of the Luddeccean sun shining on the hull of Sundancer, their faster-than-light sentient spaceship. Framed, it would cover the damage nicely and give a pop of color to the hall. Turning toward Volka’s studio, 6T9 took a step … and his vision went abruptly gray.

      He found himself bodiless in the nothingness of a mindscape. His brain had been hijacked for what might or might not be an important message. If this were Lauren G3 trying to invite him to another virtual soiree, he would … he would …. His consciousness flickered in a sigh. He was going to politely lie and claim he was busy. Law ‘bot Lauren G3 was handling the whole destroyed-spaceship issue, and she was doing it pro bono. Which, considering the state of 6T9’s finances, especially post-spaceship, was important.

      Someone else was using the shared server that was the mindscape, someone whose processing patterns were familiar. “FET12?”

      “I’m here,” FET12 whispered. “I wonder who has called us.”

      “6T9, FET12!” the voice of Time Gate 1 boomed through the gray, answering that query.

      Most ‘bots, androids, and humans were intimidated by Time Gate 1, and FET12’s consciousness dimmed nervously. 6T9 should be intimidated—the gate could power down his server at any time—but somehow, he couldn’t be deferential toward the supercomputer. “To what do I owe this honor, Daddy One?” 6T9 replied. He let an avatar of himself appear in the mindscape and let that avatar study its nails.

      There was a chuckle … that ended rather abruptly. “Lauren G3 is on her way to see you.”

      “I told you not to put me in mindscapes with her unless it involves business—”

      Gate 1’s thoughts overwhelmed all other processes. “There will be nothing virtual about her visit. She is coming to your asteroid and will be there within the next twenty minutes.”

      “Why?” 6T9 asked, dropping his feigned insolence. Had his legal case hit a snag? His former employer’s heir had tried to change the system’s local laws to subvert 6T9’s residency on the asteroid once already.

      “No idea,” Gate 1 said.

      “Thank you for the warning,” 6T9 said and meant it. Lauren G3 disliked humans and had said disparaging things about Volka. She also called 6T9 her “friend,” and it made static dance uncomfortably beneath his skin. He’d been called “friend” by humans and machines trying to part him from his credits or get him into bed. In over a century of existence, it never bothered him, and in fact, had intrigued him—how fascinating the human ability to lie—how equally intriguing that machines had been programmed to imitate the ability! Sometimes—especially when the intent was solicitation of sex—the lie had been welcome, since he’d desired the same. But from Lauren G3 … his avatar shivered.

      “There’s more,” Gate 1 said. “Volka spoke of her telepathy aboard me and over Fleet tech in virtual meetings with you. I have doctored the holos and my own records so there is no indication that she is a true telepath.”

      6T9’s Q-comm flashed in alarm. He remembered those conversations while they’d been separated. Volka had revealed medical data, not knowing it was a crime to do so.

      “Why would you do that?” FET12 asked.

      The mindscape darkened. Time Gate 1 replied in a low voice, “The One are true telepaths, and Fleet and the system governments have been isolating them. I don’t want that to happen to Volka.”

      “Neither would I,” FET12 declared.

      6T9 blinked. He wouldn’t either, but it wasn’t very much like a time gate to want to assuage anyone’s feelings.

      The gate continued. “I believe it may be a strategic advantage to have a telepath on our side. The gates are not united in the opinion that we should aid the battle against the Dark. Gate 3 in particular is not convinced. Where gates are undecided, humans and machines tend not to be.”

      … And that explanation of self-interest was more in keeping with the gate’s personality.

      “Gate 3 is the site of Lauren G3’s server,” FET12 commented.

      “Indeed,” Gate 1 replied. “And she has the ability to hack into your asteroid’s central computer.”

      “We’ll search all the logs for any mention of her telepathy,” FET12 declared, “and scrub them.”

      “Good,” said Time Gate 1.

      The mindscape vanished, and FET12 and 6T9 were standing in the hallway with the lingering smoke from the phaser burn. “I can search the outdoor records while you review the inside records,” FET12 suggested.

      Accessing the central computer, 6T9 snapped his hands behind his back. “Thank you. Be sure you remove any mention of merely empathic connection—”

      “Understood,” FET12 said.

      6T9 began hastily designing a query to detect any incidences of such declarations. Results flew into his mind, along with timestamps for each incident. He couldn’t help comparing the time Volka said to Shissh, “That young buck has got his antlers stuck. I feel it,” with what he’d been doing at that same time in New Grande. He’d been fighting in System 5 at that moment, with Davies, a Luddeccean Guard Sergeant. They’d been punctuating phaser fire with stupid quips. It wouldn’t be correct to call Davies a friend. They’d hardly known each other. But the Luddeccean hadn’t judged 6T9 when he shot an infected child, had slept soundly while 6T9 had his face peeled half away, and though Davies hadn’t liked The One, he had comforted Mao, a member of that species in the body of a kitten while it died, and—

      “6T9?” FET12 asked. “Are you malfunctioning? Do you need to reboot?”

      6T9 broke off from the unrelated query. His head was bowed. His hand was on his side where he used to keep Eliza’s ashes. He’d thrown them into the eyes of an Infected man to keep him from infecting Volka.

      Snapping his head up, he said, “I’ll be fine.”

      He focused on the task at hand, careful not to do additional queries, and he was fine—or at least not immediately distracted. Too soon Lauren G3 pinged him from outside the asteroid habitat. To FET12, 6T9 said, “She’s here. I’ve deleted some records. The gaps in the log will look suspicious.”

      “Note the time and location, and I’ll doctor the logs while you talk to her.”

      “Thank you,” 6T9 said.

      “It’s for Volka,” FET12 said.

      Heading down the hall, 6T9 was too busy to feign injury at that reply.

      “6T9,” FET12 called. “Why is she here?”

      A surge of static rolled beneath 6T9’s skin. “That is the big question.” Striding down the hallway to meet her, he muttered, “But it can’t be anything good.”
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      In the long grasses of the asteroid’s prairie-scape, Volka laughed. “Mmmm … so good!” Clutching the deer’s liver, her fingers were wet and warm. So were her lips. The smell of blood, warm earth, and growing things filled her nostrils. “I’ve got blood all over my face, don’t I?”

      Shissh, a long shadow in a circle of flattened grass around the deer’s corpse, looked up while crunching down on the creature’s head. The tiger blinked slowly. “Yes.”

      “Sixty will be scandalized.” Volka smirked. Or maybe he wouldn’t be, now that he could kill.

      “I can fix it for you,” Shissh declared, running a washcloth-sized tongue across her lips.

      “Let me finish first,” Volka said, taking another bite. Her eyes nearly rolled back into her head in ecstasy—at the flavor, the scent, and the texture of the meat on her tongue.

      “Suit yourself,” the big cat replied.

      A light above caught their attention. “I wonder who that is,” Volka said.

      Shissh had been speaking through the ether-to-speech device dangling from her neck, but now she spoke telepathically to Volka. “Reach out; try to see.”

      Volka answered the beast the same way. “It’s rude to read thoughts.” And wrong. And she did it all the time without meaning to.

      Shissh replied, “Just try to see who is there.”

      Volka lowered the liver but hesitated. The ship dropped beneath the tree line and out of view.

      “Think of it as a test of your control,” Shissh suggested.

      Control was important. Volka took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and pictured the ship and the threads of the universe between her and it ….

      “They’re not threads,” Shissh chided.

      Volka’s brow furrowed. They were the waves that made up the universe, the energy of things, but they looked like threads to Volka—curled, wild threads of a glowing, unravelling sweater. She saw them now, but too many—the threads of the trees, birds, insects, a burrow of rats, and even a deer were between her and the ship. Nonetheless, there was something she didn’t see in the tangle. She shook her head. “I sense no humans.”

      Shissh rumbled. “Finish your liver, and then meet my brother by the house. We have an important lesson for you.”

      Another lesson in telepathy, something she’d been taught was wrong her whole life. Telepathy and mind control were, according to Luddeccean orthodoxy, something machines did to control humans. Machines couldn’t control humans or read their minds—Volka could. She didn’t enjoy reading minds. There were so many things about the lives of others one didn’t want to know—there was sadness and loneliness that people hid out of politeness, there were sexual fantasies that made her feel like a voyeur, and genuine love that made her feel worse than that. There were things that enthralled some people that bored her near to tears. And then there was greed and hatred, too. Humans were such a mix of all of those things. To know everyone around her intimately was overwhelming.

      But Shissh said there was an important lesson, which meant something new, and that made her curious. There was something different today. Despite her trepidation, Volka found herself eating the liver more quickly.

      A few minutes later, stomach full of warm liver, face and hands feeling a little raw from Shissh’s “kisses,” Volka was washing her hands beneath an outdoor spigot and studying the house thoughtfully from afar. Carl, tabby coat exceptionally golden in the light of the artificial dawn, came hopping toward her. He spoke telepathically. “Who do you sense?”

      “No one,” Volka replied in the same manner. “But I know there is some trick if you have a lesson for me.”

      She eyed the ship their visitor had come in. It was parked next to Sundancer, one of the Skimmers, eighteen faster-than-light, sentient spaceships. The other Skimmers were currently aboard Time Gate 1 with their captains. Sundancer and all the Skimmers had lovely, graceful, curved lines. By contrast, the shuttle was boxy, gray, and not particularly interesting looking, though not threatening, either.

      She shook her hands, flicking the droplets from her fingers at Sundancer. She missed, but the droplets gleamed in the morning light, and the pearlescent ship flashed in playful answer. Sundancer couldn’t speak much, yet, but the ship’s emotions were always at the back of Volka’s consciousness. The other Skimmers were linked with Volka, too. They were older than Sundancer, more mature. They could talk telepathically in words—though they weren’t talking now. They were non-violent in the extreme, and if Volka probed, she knew she’d feel their disquiet at her joy for the warmth of raw deer liver. Sundancer was inured. Or was too young to know better.

      Carl grumbled. “Light-eating surrender-rocks.”

      That non-violence had been an asset to the Dark when it infected and wiped out The People, the Skimmers’ former symbiotic passengers. The Skimmers had grieved their passing but hadn’t retaliated … until now. The seventeen elderships had declared Volka their admiral and taken her former crew as captains. They were preparing now for today’s mission with them. Volka frowned, thinking about it. For weeks after New Grande, they’d been involved in the effort to find and relocate survivors on that planet. And then they’d briefly gone back to their search for The Dark’s current base, seeking where it was building up its own fleet of faster-than-light vessels. It was important work … and incredibly boring.

      Today wouldn’t be boring. She felt a chill at the back of her neck.

      Sundancer, sensing her apprehension, flashed brightly for her attention. When Volka looked, Sundancer turned gray, gave herself harsh black lines along her hull, and sank heavily to the ground. She was imitating the shuttle parked next to her, trying to make Volka laugh. When Volka did laugh, Sundancer turned her hull to the colors of one of the asteroid’s exotic, imported hummingbirds. Volka took Sundancer’s meaning: the tiny bird was far more interesting than the boring shuttle.

      Sniffing, Carl rose to his hindmost paw pairs. “Enough playing.” Sundancer let her colors fade. To Volka, Carl said, “There’s no trick. Just something new. You’re strong enough now. We’ll get closer.” Twisting about, he began hopping toward the house’s kitchen entrance.

      Following him, Volka’s ears swiveled at the calls of birds, the buzz of honeybees newly awakened, the thump of a rabbit’s feet, and the chirps of squirrels. The asteroid at this location had a lovely temperate climate, and since 6T9, FET12, Carl, Shissh, and Volka all enjoyed those sounds, the kitchen windows were open. She couldn’t see who was within, but she heard their voices. Volka almost exclaimed, “Lauren G3,” but Carl whispered into her mind. “Shh ….” She remained silent, but her ears flicked. She didn’t like the legal ‘bot very much.

      The scent of raw bacon wafted from the house, a knife thunked on a cutting board, and then she caught a whiff of freshly sliced apple—a fruit she could eat and actually enjoyed. Sixty was preparing breakfast for himself and lunch for her. Soon she’d smell melted butter, maple syrup, and pancakes, waffles, or French toast, depending on his mood.

      “I still am unsure why you had to force yourself to come all this way,” Sixty was saying. The knife snapped hard against the cutting board. “It was a terrible inconvenience.” The knife hit the board again with too much force. “It could have been done remotely.”

      “It wasn’t an inconvenience!” exclaimed the familiar voice of Lauren G3.

      “Mmm ….” Sixty said, and Volka smirked. The inconvenience was to him, but Lauren G3, who fancied herself terribly smart, hadn’t picked up on that.

      Next to her, Carl said silently, “Try to find the waves to Sixty and Lauren.”

      Volka closed her eyes and tried to picture the strings … they were there, but they were barely distinguishable from the drab threads of the tables and chairs. Sixty and Lauren’s strings had a faint shine, but they didn’t have the incandescent radiance that were the waves of living things.

      Carl said silently, “Let’s peek in the screen door. Don’t let yourself be heard or seen.”

      Opening her eyes, Volka nodded and padded with the werfle over to the door. Peering through the screen, she saw Sixty behind the island. He was chopping something else now, some sort of nut. Lauren G3 was sitting at the table. Wearing a smart lavender pencil skirt, cream silk blouse, and high heels, she was smiling up at Sixty. She looked so sharp and clean, Volka surreptitiously glanced down at herself. Her pajamas were stained with blood, and her shoes were muddy.

      “It could have been done remotely,” Sixty said. And Volka’s eyes snapped back to him. All of Sixty’s focus was on his task.

      Crossing her legs, Lauren G3 laughed. “Do friends need any excuse to see each other?”

      Sixty chopped faster.

      Carl whispered into Volka’s mind, “Look at the back of their heads, where the occipital bone would be in a human. Focus. Find the string there.”

      The occipital bone was at the back and base of the skull—Volka knew from her study of Anatomy for Artists, a book she’d studied extensively back on Luddeccea. Volka focused hard on 6T9 but saw nothing unusual.

      “He’s not thinking,” Carl whispered. “Or trying not to. Try Lauren.”

      Volka flicked her attention to the woman, closed her eyes, and looked for the strings.

      Lauren G3 chuckled. “Friends don’t need a reason to see each other. That’s what the humans say.”

      A spark flickered along one of Lauren’s strings, so fast Volka almost thought she’d imagined it.

      “I thought you liked humans,” Lauren G3 continued, and again Volka swore she saw a flicker.

      Pausing his chopping, Sixty said in a low voice, “You don’t like humans.”

      Volka’s lips parted. There had been a definite flicker from Sixty this time.

      “Good Hatchling,” Carl crooned in her mind.

      Lauren chuckled and her string flickered again. “That’s true.”

      Volka opened her eyes. To Carl, she thought, “I saw it.” She was ready to barge in and end the conversation. She had a sinking sensation it was going in a disgusting direction, but Carl whispered, “No Volka, let’s use this time for practice. Keep finding the spark.”

      Volka didn’t move, but she kept her eyes open.

      Leaning on her elbows, propping up her chin on her hands, Lauren G3 said, “Do you still like them, 6T9? I know you changed your programming to be able to kill.”

      There was something about the female android’s pose. Was she being flirtatious? Volka’s lip curled.

      “Control your instincts and focus on the strings,” Carl ordered.

      Volka pinched her lips together. She did need to learn not to growl at women—and men—who found Sixty handsome. There were too many of them. She glanced at Sixty. He’d resumed chopping again and wasn’t looking at the other ‘bot.

      Jealousy assuaged by his indifference, Volka closed her eyes. The string from Lauren’s occipital region flickered briefly, and the android said, “I’m surprised you survived as long as you did without the ability to kill … especially aboard that Luddeccean vessel. I’d met that human, that Captain Darmadi before.”

      Volka’s ears came forward.

      Sixty stopped chopping. His string sparked. “Really? When and where was that?”

      “Oh, in Luddeccean space before you rescued the spaceship,” Lauren G3 replied casually. Volka’s heart began to beat in her ears.

      Sixty’s string was sparking madly. “Oh?”

      Lauren G3 laughed. “You weren’t the only one to venture into barbarian territory! Darmadi almost captured me,” Lauren all but purred, her thread sparkling. “You should have heard the squalls of the humans and their larvae just before I self-destructed.”

      Volka’s nails bit her palms; her lip curled. Sixty’s thread became a bright white light.

      Her eyes went wide, half-expecting to see Sixty wearing a halo. He wasn’t. Nor was his skin glowing like it did when he’d overcharged. He was standing stock still behind the counter. The hand holding the knife had fallen to his side. He was staring at Lauren, utterly expressionless.

      “Of course, I could never get away with that now.” Lauren G3 laughed.

      Volka’s skin heated. She’d killed the deer with a phaser to the brain, and the weapon still hung in its holster at her waist, up to this moment forgotten. Her fingers found the handle, her eyes found Lauren G3, but then motion from Sixty’s side of the counter diverted her gaze. He was walking around the kitchen island in slow measured steps. He was still carrying the knife. Fearing what he might be about to do, Volka barreled through the door.
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      “Sixty, stop!” Volka’s voice cut through a white haze in 6T9’s vision. His Q-comm was downloading and uploading data so quickly it was overwhelming his other systems. He was quarter way around the kitchen island, six steps from Lauren G3.

      Halting, he twisted his head around to Volka in a way he couldn’t care wasn’t quite human. “Why?” She’d guessed his emotional state without an ether connection or Q-comm. She had superior fight or flight instincts.

      “Because I can’t lose you,” she whispered.

      6T9 blinked. Had he been about to destroy Lauren G3 or just to throw her bodily from his home? Either could get him tried in a court of law and could land him in prison, or worse, he could have his Q-comm taken away. He’d be trapped in his server, a digital ghost.

      He took in Volka’s eyes, soft and wide; her hands were raised. Her nails were black like a wolf’s, a little too thick to be human, and they glinted dully in the artificial light. There was blood on her shirt. She’d killed deer, men, and even successfully taken on his own kind, but now she was pleading for peace. She was right. He couldn’t destroy Lauren G3. Even if he slagged her body and her Q-comm with it, she could get new ones. Obviously, she didn’t mind the experience. His Q-comm fired white hot. Worse, Time Gate 3 housed Lauren’s precious server. It knew what she had done in Luddeccean space and had rewarded Lauren with her current Q-comm and body to house it.

      Lauren would lose nothing she valued if he slagged her. He’d lose his liberty and Volka with it. His hands clenched at his sides, and a warning light went off in his vision. He was damaging his palms.

      Lauren G3 rose from her chair. Eyes on Volka, she almost crooned, “You can’t keep him away from his own kind, silly creature. He was bound to get bored of you someday.”

      Volka’s lip curled, and she growled, but did not move toward the other ‘bot.

      It took a whole second more for 6T9 to process what Volka knew instantly. Lauren G3—who derided all things of the flesh—was suggesting that 6T9 might trade Volka for her.

      “Get. Out,” Volka said.

      Lauren shook her hair. “I will not—”

      “Squeak …. Aaacchoo!”

      “Ugh!” screamed Lauren. Thick, vaguely fluorescent green ooze was dribbling down Lauren’s cream silk blouse.

      6T9 blinked. Carl was standing on the table in front of the other ‘bot, wiping his nose. “Whoops. Venom. Won’t hurt your synth skin, but your blouse might—”

      At the corners of the green stain, Lauren’s blouse became brown and then black, and then curled inward.

      “—yep.” Rising to his hind paw pairs, Carl sniffled. “That synth Neptunian silk does not handle werfle juice well. Sorry ‘bout that.” Swiveling toward Sixty, Carl said, “When’s the bacon going to be done?”

      Lauren stammered, “Why, you … you …”

      Inhaling deeply, Carl exclaimed, “Uh oh … feel another one comin’ on!” He swiveled his body toward Lauren. Shrieking, she dodged, but Carl still managed to hit her sleeve. He began to sniffle fiercely again.

      “You better leave, Lauren G3.” The words came from FET12, entering the kitchen from the hallway. “I heard everything, and I intend to report you.”

      “I can’t be convicted,” Lauren G3 declared.

      “I’m gonna blow again!” Carl shouted.

      Giving a cry, Lauren G3 bolted out the door.

      FET12 followed her to the stoop. 6T9 heard him murmur, “The court of public opinion will not be so kind.” Whether Lauren G3 heard, he didn’t know. At that moment, Shissh came bounding across the lawn toward Lauren. Screaming, the android broke into a run, Shissh on her heels. Lauren’s shuttle, parked near Sundancer, dropped a gangway, and the android dashed aboard. Shissh skidded to a halt at the bottom of the gangway and roared. An instant later, the gangway clanged shut, and the ship launched from the ground, its hover engines sending dirt and debris flying. Sundancer turned gray in what 6T9 could only surmise was disgust.

      Shissh loped toward the house, and FET12 held the door open for her to join them. The big cat chuffed. “If anyone asks, I’ll say I thought she was playing.”

      The kitchen was silent for 3.4 seconds, and then Volka growled. “Is it true she can’t be convicted?”

      6T9 frowned. “Possibly. Not if her visit to Luddeccea was sanctioned by some government agency, or by someone agencies rely upon.” He stared at the knife in his hand. “Like Time Gate 3.”

      “I wanted to kill her too,” Volka snarled, staring out the door.

      FET12 sighed. “It would be an inappropriate response.”

      “Inappropriate?” Sixty set the knife on the table. “She admitted to murdering human civilians.”

      Gazing down at Shissh, FET12 said, “You can’t permanently destroy her. Not at all an appropriate punishment for someone who has murdered many.” FET12 sounded almost … murderous, which was impossible with his programming.

      “You believe in the death penalty now?” Shissh asked, raising her eyes to the small android.

      FET12 blinked. “No, but I believe there must be justice. Sixty or Volka giving up their liberty without any repercussions for her is not just. She is dangerous. She thinks killing children was … was … funny. She should not be allowed to be free.” FET12’s face flushed. “We must find a way to … to … she must get a true trial. Not a farce.”

      Shissh sat on her haunches and wrapped her tail around herself. “I am sure there is a way you can do that. However, we have a war to fight and bigger problems than Lauren G3.”

      6T9 swallowed. His circuits misfired. Their enemy, the Dark, was the bigger threat. It was the reason he’d chosen to have the ability to kill. If he’d destroyed or damaged Lauren G3, that would be for nothing. His glitchy programming had almost made Volka face the Dark—and today’s mission—alone.
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      Alaric walked through the corridors of Time Gate 1, his wife on his left arm. James Sinclair, Alaric’s android minder during their visits to the Republic, was on his right side. Alaric and Alexis were wearing civilian clothes. James wore Fleet armor. Behind them walked Five Luddeccean Guardsmen, and one person who only looked like a Guardsman—a very short Guardsman.

      Alaric liked Sinclair. He told himself not to feel guilty for what he was doing at the moment. The ends justified the means in this circumstance, and he thought, or perhaps only hoped, that Sinclair would agree with him.

      “It was an unexpected pleasure to see you both again so soon,” James said. “I hope we will be seeing more of you, Ms. Darmadi. I thought your presentation on the nuances of meaning in the various script forms of The People’s logographs was compelling.”

      The presentation was the alibi given for Alexis’s and Alaric’s return visit. Alaric’s wife was perhaps the galaxy’s preeminent expert on the language and culture of The People, an alien race extinguished by the Dark over a million years ago. Her preeminence was hard won. She’d been infected by the Dark. It was a telepathic species—though its telepathy only extended to other members of its own—and she had absorbed the knowledge it had gained of The People during her period of illness. She’d held onto the knowledge through determination and grit.

      Now, Alexis laughed musically, a sound like bells, carefully cultivated by her Luddeccean first family upbringing not to be jarring or too loud. If she felt nervous about their current subterfuge, she gave no sign. Her arm in his wasn’t tense; her smile seemed genuine—perhaps because it was genuine. She had enjoyed the trip, and she had enjoyed speaking at the University of Oxford no matter the pretense. “I thank you, Mr. Sinclair, though I don’t think that the audience was compelled as much as I’d like them to have been.” She’d tried to subtly work into her presentation the danger of the Dark—a danger too many people in the Republic ignored.

      James frowned. “I am not a good judge of human emotional response. So, I have to take your word for it. And yet, I hope, that if the danger is just reiterated enough, that attitudes in the Republic will change. With time.”

      Alexis’s arm tensed in Alaric’s. Her lips pinched together, and he imagined she was thinking exactly what he was thinking. They didn’t have time.

      They passed a public holo on the promenade. A news program was flashing over its surface, and an announcer was declaring, “The Galactican Senator from System 5 is insisting on a declaration of war for the terrorist actions in the city of New Grande and against Time Gate 5, however—” They passed too far to hear the rest. Alaric did not look over his shoulder to see how the imposter among his guardsmen had handled it. Alexis’s arm tightened again in his, but she didn’t look, either.

      They approached the Fleet section of the gate. Members of the Fleet Marines stood with phaser rifles at the ready, their backs to a large metal sliding door. Worse, more Marines stood with scanners. Solomon, in the new body of a gray werfle hatchling, poked his head out of Alexis’s purse. Lifting her chin, Alexis stood a little straighter. Alaric tried to keep his body loose, his expression even. He did not look back at the imposter marching with his men. This was the moment upon which all things depended. They were in the hands of Solomon and The One.

      “We cannot change what appears in their scans,” Solomon had explained when they had devised this plan, “but we can let their minds slide over what those reports reveal.”

      Alexis had challenged the werfle. “More than The One are telepathic, Solomon. What if we should run into Volka? She reads minds.” Alaric’s jaw ground at the memory. He hadn’t realized until that moment that Alexis knew Volka’s secret.

      “Distract her with small talk,” Solomon had replied.

      Alaric hoped they did not run into Volka. He was not adept at small talk even in ordinary situations. Pinned between his wife and his former lover … his mouth went dry, and his skin became clammy at the mere thought of it. Which was ridiculous. Volka was not here, and he was not one to borrow trouble.

      They were within ten steps of the checkpoint. The metal door slid open, and a man in crisp Dress Grays stepped out, flanked by four more Fleet Marines in combat armor. The man in Dress Grays smiled at Alaric. An officer, no doubt, but Fleet didn’t wear their bars on their shoulders—they transmitted their name and rank etherly—Alaric had no idea who the man was or of his rank. The open smile lasted too long and was …disturbing.

      James drew them to a halt five steps from the scanners. Alaric tried hard not to measure the distance with his eyes. “I’m sorry. I cannot accompany you to your shuttle,” Sinclair said.

      He’d informed them earlier this was the case, and so this was no reason for alarm. Arm loosening in Alaric’s, Alexis smiled at the android. “Next time we’ll try to give more advance notice. We were surprised ourselves that the Luddeccean Counsel let me accept the invitation.”

      Inclining his head, Sinclair said, “Please do.”

      Alexis nudged Alaric slightly. He was supposed to say something, but the man with the disquieting smile in Dress Grays was approaching. Sinclair lifted a hand in the man’s direction. “In the meantime, this is Captain Orion Smith. He’ll be your guide and will provide you with anything you might require.”

      The smile of the man in Dress Grays grew impossibly wider. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Captain Darmadi, Mrs. Darmadi.” He bowed slightly.

      Sinclair hesitated. Alexis nudged Alaric again … Time for small talk. But was it really appropriate? Sinclair hated it as much as he did and that was probably why they got on so well. Alaric said the first thing he could think of. “Next time, we’ll give you more notice so we can go skiing.” He narrowed his eyes at Sinclair in challenge.

      … A challenge, Sinclair perceived. The android smiled shark-like. “Downhill.”

      “Cross-country,” Alaric countered. The android was inhumanly strong, but Alaric had learned cold sapped his power reserves. If they did cross-country through snow, Alaric might just beat him.

      Sinclair’s smile lost its toothy edge. “You’re on, Luddite.”

      Alexis sighed. Captain Orion’s expression was strained. Alaric smiled, genuinely, and then they were closing the last few steps to the scanners.

      The metal door slid open again, and an enormous Bengal tiger and a small, golden-haired werfle appeared from within. Alexis, Alaric, and the Luddecceans had been warned about the tiger’s potential presence, and they did not flinch. The great beast’s head swung toward the men with the scanners, and they did flinch. Alaric wondered if The One meant to simply terrify the Galacticans in charge of the scanning.

      “Carl Sagan, Shissh … you’re needed at the meeting,” Sinclair said, sounding perplexed.

      The golden werfle wore a collar with a medallion on it, an “ether-to-speech” device that gave the creature the ability to talk aloud.

      Rising to its back two paw pairs, the werfle glared at Alaric, touched the device, and declared aloud to everyone, “It’s a necklace, Darmadi.” Solomon made a noise like a laugh. Carl narrowed his eyes at the other werfle, but then, swiveling his body around to James, said, “We’re hungry.”

      Volka’s voice rose from the Fleet section of the gate, behind the werfle and the tiger. “How can you be hungry? You just ate.”

      Alaric’s gaze jerked up. There was Volka, all her attention focused on Carl. Next to her was James’s android … friend … 6T9. Alaric had been sure 6T9 was going to kill him when he hung in the void. Archbishop Kenji Sato assured him that 6T9 could not harm humans, and once Alaric would have believed him, but now the android’s expression was blank. Murderous.

      Well, damn.
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      The Fleet section of the gate was gray. The public promenade was nearly blindingly white. Also, Volka was exasperated with Carl, so at first she didn’t see, feel, or smell the presence of Alaric and Alexis Darmadi.

      “But there are butter-rats here, Volka,” Carl declared, touching a paw to his chest and twisting his body nearly 180 degrees. “Shissh hasn’t tasted them.”

      Volka gave Carl the side-eye. She only looked up when Sixty halted beside her, just a few steps from the exit. She took a deep breath and smelled Alexis and Alaric, and saw them indistinctly, haloed in the promenade’s glow.

      For a moment, there was an uncomfortable silence. Volka’s brain shut off.

      And then Alexis, leaning forward on Alaric’s arm, said, “Volka, I hear congratulations are in order. You’ve been made Admiral.”

      Volka blinked. That wasn’t mean. It was even more than polite. When was Alexis not mean to her? Her ears twitched. Alexis was very anxious about something; there were a thousand pterys fluttering in the other woman’s stomach. Volka reached out through the waves—

      And Sixty’s voice cut through the silence. “Now she outranks you, Darmadi.” His gaze was on Alaric.

      Alaric’s eyebrow rose. He looked like he was prepared to bow, but then Captain Orion Smith interjected quickly, “Volka’s rank is really only honorary.”

      Volka’s ears flattened. She wasn’t a Fleet or Luddeccean Guard admiral, that was true, but it wasn’t precisely an honorary title, either. Seventeen members of Sundancer’s species had selected her as their leader. Admiral wasn’t quite the right word, but she was the leader of a small, very unusual fleet.

      Captain Orion chuckled nervously. “Like Joan d’Arc.”

      Volka’s nostrils flared. Had her new crewmember, Lieutenant Dixon, gotten that idea from Smith?

      “I am sure,” Alexis gasped. “Volka is not—”

      “—going to burn at the stake,” Sixty ground out through clenched teeth.

      Orion rolled on his feet. “Well, certainly not, but she is ahh … something of a spiritual leader.”

      Volka’s ears flattened. By that, he meant she was a figurehead only.

      Alaric bowed as one would before a proper Admiral. “More like Queen Elizabeth the First. Tactical and spiritual.”

      James had been standing quietly to the side, but at that moment, he broke out into a funny-sounding speech. “Be I only a weak and feeble carbon-based life form …”

      Rising from his bow, Alaric beamed. Alexis laughed, but for once, it wasn’t cruel. Whatever James had said was witty and clever for some reason Volka didn’t understand.

      Orion was not smiling. Touching his temple, he cleared his throat. “Ah, Captain Darmadi, your shuttle is docking. We should get going.” He was distinctly uncomfortable, but Volka could feel no pity as he led Alaric, Alexis, and the men following them into the Fleet section of the gate. Volka took a breath, and her eyes got wide. The last man wasn’t a man at all—it was a woman in men’s clothing. Maybe she was a Galactican pretending to be a Luddeccean … or a Luddeccean woman pretending to be a man. How had she gotten so far in the Luddeccean Guard? There wasn’t any privacy aboard starships, and now the Guard had weere who could, like Volka, literally “sniff” her out.

      The woman was not marching as smartly as the others, now that Volka thought of it. Volka didn’t mean to get caught in the strings between herself and the disguised woman, but she did … sometimes the waves of the universe were as sticky as spider webs. The feelings that hit her almost made Volka fall over. The grief the woman was hiding made Volka think of the days after her mother had died, when she’d found herself an orphan and been half-mad with despair. The woman was so afraid of being discovered now ….

      Volka spied Solomon peeking his head out of Alexis’s purse. His eyes were on hers, and his mind whispered to her, “We’re all on the same side.”

      She blinked. The One must know who the disguised woman was. Maybe they needed a Republic spy on Luddeccea? Or maybe they just felt sorry for the woman. Maybe she was a Luddeccean who’d lost family somehow in the fight against the Dark? Maybe she sought vengeance and had somehow disguised herself and The One went along?

      “Volka?” Sixty asked. His hand had wound its way into hers. Volka jerked her attention up to him and found his eyes, soft and worried. The thread between her and the imposter Guardsman snapped, and she could breathe again. She shook her head. “I’ll tell you later.”

      His lips formed a hard line, but he didn’t ask.

      From behind them came the familiar bootsteps of Sharon Rhinehart, one of Volka’s former crewmates, now the captain of an eldership, and Shissh, who served aboard her ship.

      Shissh swung her huge head to Volka. “She’s not my captain. I’m her overlord.”

      “What are you doing here, Cat?” Sharon asked. “What are you doing slinking away? We’re scheduled to leave in fifteen minutes.”

      James had stood behind with 6T9 and Volka. Frowning at Shissh, he said, “She said she was hungry.”

      “Hungry?” declared Sharon, before Volka could. “She’s got an entire dead deer on my ship. What more could she be hungry for?”

      Shissh licked her lips. “Carl promised me butter-rats.”

      “You had bacon and eggs for breakfast, Carl,” Sixty protested.

      Volka’s ears flicked.

      Carl looked at Shissh. “Come to think of it, I’m not that hungry.”

      Shissh licked a paw. “The deer probably will be enough, even if Volka ate all the good bits.”

      “I gave you the brain,” Volka protested.

      Shissh stretched. “Come on, Sharon. Let’s get back to the ship. We’ve got to take off in thirteen minutes.” She loped over to the Marine. As they left, Volka heard Sharon mutter, “Cats.”

      “What was that about?” James asked Carl.

      Carl scratched his rump. “Can’t a werfle get a craving now and then?”

      “With the mission we have planned for today, no,” said James.

      Carl shrugged several of his tiny shoulders and began hopping toward Sundancer.

      James’s gaze flicked between Volka and Sixty. Sixty shrugged hopelessly. “Volka and I have no answers.”

      James sighed. “With friends like The One ….”

      Sixty’s hand tightened in Volka’s. They were standing in the doorway to the main promenade, preventing the door from closing. Her ears swiveled to the Fleet Marine guards. They had scanners, but they hadn’t noticed or commented that one of the Luddeccean Guardsmen had been disguised as a man. Because they weren’t supposed to, or ….

      Carl, a few paces down the hall, abruptly stopped and turned. “Come on, Hatchlings, we want to be on time. Today’s mission is all about timing and is unusually dangerous.”

      That was true and yet ….

      “You’re the one who is making us late,” James pointed out, striding toward the werfle, Volka and Sixty following.

      “I just want to keep my Hatchlings safe.” Carl’s bewhiskered snout shifted from James, to Sixty, and settled on Volka.

      Silently, Volka thought, “Who was she, Carl?”

      Sixty stooped and picked the werfle up. Whiskers twitching, Carl meekly sat on Sixty’s arm and said aloud, “I just want to keep my Hatchlings safe.”

      Volka’s ears went back. That wasn’t an answer at all … or was it?
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      Alexis, Alaric, and their company walked aboard the shuttle that would take them to the Luddeccean Net-drive ship. Alaric carefully didn’t look at the men and one woman behind him, even when the gangway rose and the inner airlock sealed. He did not look at the woman disguised as a Guardsman as he made his way to the front of the shuttle, and he and Alexis sat down. He did not look at her as he strapped himself into the seats that faced the central aisle. Just weeks ago, it had come to light that the Galacticans had drones that were the size of dust motes that could transmit data via lightbeam. They could be aboard the shuttle now. If the woman’s identity were revealed, this would be a very short trip.

      The pilot said some words on the intercom, and the engines came to life. The shuttle lifted, but the cabin remained unusually silent. It was suspicious … were the Galactican spies watching and wondering?

      “Where do you intend to take Mr. Sinclair skiing?” Alexis asked conversationally.

      Alaric’s hands froze on the safety straps.

      His wife continued, “You don’t know Earth very well at all. I think that you really should push the archbishop to allow Mr. Sinclair to visit Luddeccea—in the interest of interstellar cooperation. You could take him to your parents’ farm. It’s far enough away from society that he wouldn’t cause alarm. This winter would be a fabulous time for it.”

      It was nonsense, only barely plausible, but it broke the silence. Alaric took her hand, smiled, and let his eyes slide down the aisle. It wasn’t just him who was nervous; it was all the Guardsmen and the woman, Dr. Zeller, as well. “What do you think, gentlemen?” Alaric asked. “If I was authorized to bring an android guest to Luddeccea, in the interest of interstellar cooperation, and challenged him to a cross-country skiing match, where should I take him?”

      Eyes slid to one another.

      “Beating him at skiing might not be diplomatic,” Alexis pointed out wryly.

      Laughter broke out among the Guardsmen. Alaric squeezed Alexis’s hand.

      Suggestions for the coldest places on Luddeccea for skiing erupted from every guardsman but one. Gripping her handhold so tightly her knuckles were white, Dr. Zeller was silent. None of the other Guardsmen looked at her or touched her—not even with a shoulder as the shuttle veered to starboard. It wasn’t just not to raise suspicion; it was also because they couldn’t—it wouldn’t be polite, as she was a person of importance, a woman, and older than any of them. She appeared terrified and alone, and then Alexis addressed her under her assumed name. “I was raised in the tropics as well, Shipman Chasen, and didn’t learn to ski until late in life.”

      The shuttle went deathly silent.

      Alexis smiled at “Chasen,” all benevolence and kindness. “It is quite easy to learn how, though—at least well enough to enjoy oneself. And quite lovely. Peaceful.” It was, of course, perfectly correct for Alexis to address a frightened shipman thus—whether the shipman had been genuinely a shipman or a woman of importance. As a woman, Alexis was allowed to show sympathy. As someone of importance herself, Alexis wasn’t being disrespectful.

      Shipman “Chasen” swallowed and ducked “his” head. The hand that had been gripping the handhold loosened.

      Very smoothly, Alexis turned to Alaric and said, “Of course, where I really think that you should take Mr. Sinclair is the Southern Isles. And when you take him, you should take me. I want to see the ice pterys. By all accounts, they are even more adorable than Earth penguins.”

      Good-natured guffaws erupted from the Guardsmen, and the atmosphere in the shuttle was comfortable until they docked with the Net-drive LCS. Alaric’s lips quirked. He couldn’t help but be proud of his wife. She’d handled the entire mission masterfully.

      The shuttle pilot’s voice came on. “Please don’t disembark. The captain has asked us to spend the jump to System 8 here.”

      The shuttle shook. There was briefly dark and then light, as though the lights had dimmed, and then the pilot’s voice came on again. “We are now in Luddeccean space.”

      Everyone exhaled. Shipman “Chasen” sagged. The holographic disguise she’d been wearing abruptly flickered, and then disappeared, revealing a woman with green eyes framed by delicate lines, and gray streaked dark hair tucked into a cap. It didn’t matter now, though. Only a Q-comm-enabled communication device could relay the woman’s identity to the Republic in less than several months’ time—if that. Alaric glanced at Alexis’s purse, and Solomon peered out. A creature capable of telepathy could relay that message too, but the telepathic creatures were on their side in this. Thankfully. Alaric shifted in his seat a little uneasily. Solomon turned his now-blue eyes in Alaric’s direction and signed with his paws. “I’m always on your side, Hatchling. And hers.” He lifted adoring eyes to Alexis as she unlatched her safety straps.

      Finishing that task, Alexis pulled her purse—and Solomon—onto her arm, squeezed Alaric’s hand, and went immediately to their passenger. Alaric rose from his seat but didn’t follow.

      “Come, Dr. Zeller,” Alexis said. “It will be a while before we are able to dock with Time Gate 8. I’m sure the captain can make some refreshments available for us.”

      Dr. Zeller, the galaxy’s foremost expert in quantum-teleportation fusion weapons, rose from her seat. She slipped a trembling hand into a pocket and withdrew something. The knuckles that held it were as white as those that clung for dear life to the safety strap. For a moment, alarm spiked in Alaric’s chest. He took a step forward.

      Alexis lifted the trembling hand in her own. Dr. Zeller’s fingers unwound, revealing something metallic Alaric couldn’t see. Alexis’s face dropped in an expression of pure despair. Heart stopping, Alaric took another step, and then Alexis said, “Your wedding bands.”

      Zeller nodded and whispered, “I want to put them on … but … my hands.” Her hands were shaking.

      “I will help you,” Alexis said. She took what Alaric could now see were bands of white gold and slipped them onto Dr. Zeller’s ring fingers. Alaric’s alarm left him. His breath left him, too. Dr. Zeller wasn’t just a scientist. She was newly widowed. Zeller’s family had been gathering for a reunion in System 5—her husband, her children, and grandchildren. They’d all died, and the Republic refused to declare war after three nuclear bombs had been dropped on one of their most important cities. They called the death of millions a “terrorist operation.” They questioned whether their labeling of “the Dark” as “the Dark” was the reason for such violence, as the name was “derogatory.” They sought to send another ambassador to the Dark after the first had been beheaded. In short, they dithered.

      The small woman before Alexis had defected because of it. She’d come to Luddeccea because Alaric’s people were the only ones committed to fight the Dark. Alexis put her forehead against Dr. Zeller’s. The Guardsmen in the shuttle and Alaric remained perfectly still. The door from the cockpit opened with a whoosh. Alaric didn’t turn to look, but no footsteps entered the cabin; he imagined the pilots frozen at attention just like the rest of them.

      Tears were sliding down Dr. Zeller’s and Alexis’s cheeks.

      “What you have endured,” Alexis whispered, “is unimaginable. We must make sure it happens to no one else.”

      Dr. Zeller pulled away from Alexis, glanced up, briefly met her eyes, and then, bowing her head, she nodded.

      “Courage,” Alexis whispered, squeezing the other woman’s hands.

      Dr. Zeller nodded again, and Alexis drew her through the airlock.

      Watching them descend the gangway, Alaric exhaled. There went the most dangerous woman in the galaxy. His lips flattened. Or, perhaps, the two most dangerous women.

      For just a moment, his mind wandered, remembering Volka aboard Time Gate 1. Solomon had insisted that she did not know the plan, but that she could be distracted by small talk. His eyes narrowed. Alaric remembered once, when they were together, Volka greeting him from meters away, putting her hand to her mouth, giggling and chiding, “You were at lunch with another woman, but I can smell she was your sister.”

      Volka had not been deceived today. Nor had she said anything. Would her silence endanger her later?

      His jaw got hard. Sinclair hadn’t been able to accompany Alaric and Alexis to the shuttle, and Volka—Admiral of eighteen faster-than-light ships—had some mission at the same time. The same mission? He frowned and shook his head in frustration. What danger had she gotten herself into?
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      Inside the pod, 6T9 sat with his knees nearly at his chest. His face was peeled half away so that he could be jacked directly into the pod’s sensors through the port in his temple. The excess skin from his face was crushed against the visor of his helmet. If, like a normal cyborg or android, he left his neural port exposed and hadn’t covered it with synth skin, he wouldn’t have the extra “face roll.” He’d covered it up because the independent traders he’d traveled with used to tease him by sticking French Fries, styluses, fingers, and other bits of anatomy into his port. If he’d had the ability to maim and cause harm then … he wouldn’t have had a covered port, and Carl might not have sought him out to help rescue Sundancer in Luddeccean space, and he wouldn’t be crushed in this pod.

      He was fully suited, a shell within a shell, and he had a hover pack on his back. With his eyes, he saw only the pod’s dark interior. Since he couldn’t close the one eye with half of his face rolled away, he turned off his visual sensors and saw through the pod’s cameras instead. Like the plumbing ‘bot aboard Time Gate 5, the pod “saw” in 360 degrees. For a moment, 6T9 was disorientated as his mind sought to organize the strange perspective. The pod was aboard Sundancer, in the middle of her bridge, and he saw the ship’s floor, her ceiling, her walls, and Volka, all at once. Volka was distorted and oddly flattened by the camera until he created an algorithm to give her and the world perspective that he was more accustomed to. She held Carl in her arms. For a moment, 6T9’s eyes caught on Carl. When Darmadi had suggested Volka might be Queen Elizabeth at Tilbury, 6T9 had been enraged—he should have said it. He’d looked away and seen Carl, Shissh, and a tiny werfle in Alexis’s purse staring at a point beyond Fleet’s section of the gate. Their tails had lashed in time. Volka had been distracted later, too. Something had obviously happened. He might have said something, but then Carl had said, “I just want to keep my Hatchlings safe.”

      6T9’s brows knitted together—or tried to. He only had one brow at the moment. Carl, and The One in general, had superiority complexes as large as supernovae. They were arrogant and domineering. They had less compunction against genocide than humans. But they loved their adopted “Hatchlings” with the same obsessive devotion mammals and birds gave their young. Carl had nearly killed his tiny werfle shell to save 6T9’s synthetic hide. So that statement of protection meant something.

      But then again, Carl wasn’t against his “Hatchlings” going on today’s mission. Static fizzled beneath 6T9’s skin, and his circuits darkened. He let his focus go past Volka
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