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      A critical mission, a cosmic event, and a secret….

      

      USAF Captain Hedy Quinton joined Project Enterprise so she could travel to a distant galaxy. Excited about her first command, she never expected the headaches that would go with it. She’s dealing with a lonely AI in her ship’s systems, a really cute deck officer who used to be a robot, a disgruntled ally who wants to be in command, and a passel of possibly dubious scientists. The only thing going for her is that none of them are named Dr. Smith.

      BoomerJ—known as Boom—is still getting used to his new human body. His new form feels and needs things that his robot body never did, especially when he is around his new commanding officer, Hedy Quinton. His new emotions also make him realize something else—that his new form is fragile compared to his old one.

      For Hedy, the pressures of command come into sharp conflict with the longings of her heart when Boom goes down to check out the weird happenings on an unknown planet. Things don’t go well down on the planet or up on the ship, making Hedy wonder if she should rethink her life’s choices.

      Can their love survive a cosmic event, betrayal, and the secret of Boom’s past, or will they be destined to be lost in space?

      If you love your chemistry interstellar, your action fast-paced, and your space opera sprawling, then grab COSMIC BOOM, the second entry in The Cyborg Chronicles, a spin-off of the award-winning Project Enterprise series,! Take an exciting adventure into the unknown.
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      The Najer, a ship that had been adapted over time for robots, was less accommodating for a robot turned human once more. BoomerJ’s quarters had no bed or chairs, and the corridors narrowed unexpectedly because of the modifications they’d made over the years. These, as a robot, he’d easily avoided and when he hadn’t, had scarcely noticed.

      His robot body had withstood powerful explosive impacts, after all.

      Boom hadn’t missed any of the human comforts during his life as a robot—had scarcely thought about them—but now he needed them, so he had quarters on the Central Outpost where the Najer was berthed.

      As far as Boom knew, only the few remaining robot crew still bunked on the ship. He wasn’t sure where their captain, CabeX spent his nights, or his days for that matter. But today he was here, or would be soon, since he’d asked Boom to meet him here.

      Boom went up the ramp, feeling the disconnect with who he’d been the last time he’d visited the ship. This human body was more compact than his robot body had been, but the robot body could efficiently contract when required. This body had to crouch and bend and dodge, as he made his way to the conference room.

      It was almost the only place on the ship, perhaps other than the galley—which he hadn’t needed—that had chairs. Some bottles of water sat in the middle of the table, a mute testament of the shift from robot to human crew.

      Boom snagged one before he sank into a chair to wait for the captain. He’d forgotten what it was like to be human during the long years he’d hidden in his robot body. He gulped some water, enjoying the freshness of it flowing down his throat, but still felt conflicted about whether all this sensation and feeling, not to mention the earthy needs, was good or bad.

      The Najer had been run by a human crew prior to their takeover, so it must have the facilities the Earth people called a “head,” but he had no idea if it still functioned. He had a vague idea they required maintenance.

      He heard steps in the corridor and turned as CabeX entered.

      The tall, rather lanky man filling the doorway was nothing like the formidable robot CabeX had been. Instead of a black visage with glowing red eyes, he had a pale, intelligent face and dark eyes. His hair was tumbled as if he’d shoved his fingers through it, but it could have been because he—like Boom—forgot to comb it.

      Out of habit, Boom sent him a contact greeting over the ship’s systems. But the captain wasn’t spiked in anymore. Boom wasn’t connected in the same way either, but he’d retained many of his robotic enhancements.

      Now it felt like he’d hit a wall, a barrier of a different kind. It was definitely quieter inside his head without all the crew spiked in. He missed them.

      “Boom.”

      That’s right. Humans made contact with speech. Boom rose and nodded. “Captain.”

      “Sit.” CabeX gestured him in to a seat, then sat next to him rather than at the head of the table, as he used to doing on the rare occasions the robots had used this room.

      They hadn’t needed meeting rooms when they could meet in the systems. It had been a connected yet distant way to live.

      Boom had only left his quarters when he was needed to fly or fight. Even when fighting, Boom’s main focus has remained here. Battle had bored him, though he had enjoyed the mental challenge of the strategy sessions.

      The fact that it was just the two of them meant this wasn’t one of those.

      CabeX studied him for several seconds, a less unnerving experience from when they’d both been robots. The captain’s thoughtful expression was an actual expression. It was hard to find the ruthless fighter and leader in the human face.

      “General Halliwell has asked if one of our kind would consider a mission,” CabeX finally said.

      Boom perked up. Learning to use this new body had engaged his mind for a few weeks, but now he needed more.

      “Of course.”

      CabeX arched a brow toward his dark hair.

      “You haven’t heard the mission.”

      Boom shrugged. “I am bored.”

      CabeX chuckled and Boom tried not to look surprised. Chuckles, laughter, even mild amusement had been in short supply during their long years of hiding.

      CabeX produced a tablet of the kind the humans used.

      Humans. I am a human, he reminded himself. He wondered how long it would take him to feel human.

      “It’s an allied effort,” CabeX said. “A joint project.”

      Boom knew what the word allied meant, but he also knew the reality of alliances in this region of space and who the major players were.

      There were the Garradians, small in number but powerful because of their technology and knowledge base. Boom’s people got along fine with them and one of their kind had formed a personal alliance with one his crewmates.

      The Gadi, the descendants of the Garradians, were both pretty and arrogant (not his own assessment, since he was still creating a standard for pretty). They regarded the robots with suspicion and had uneasy relationships with everyone else—with one notable exception.

      Boom avoided them when he could.

      The Artificial Intelligences, most propagating from the self-named Bangle, permeated the outposts’ systems. They had helped to forge the peace between them and the others. They were sentient, though Boom wasn’t certain all the various humans realized that.

      And then there was the Earth expedition.

      The bonds between Boom’s kind and the people from Earth had been strengthened by alliances with some of his crewmates, but he also knew that many of them struggled with trust where the robots—before and after they became human—were concerned.

      The study of allies was one of his areas of interest, but it was difficult. Many of the examples in the history of this galaxy had ended badly.

      Trust was difficult to achieve.

      “You’ve seen the Scoyfol’s Hope,” CabeX continued.

      He had. The ancient passenger ship had been recently discovered in a nebula, a relic from the early part of the Dusan/Gadi conflict, its crew and passengers in cryostasis. They’d wakened to a new world, a strange future with their past lost in time.

      “They want to return to their home.”

      Boom blinked and realized what this meant when humans did it to him.

      Oh. It indicated incredulity.

      “That’s deep in former Dusan space.” Boom said the words, though he knew the captain already knew this. He’d learned that sometimes one needed to state the already known to move the conversation forward.

      “General Halliwell said that sometimes people need to return home to heal.” The words were proffered matter-of-factly.

      An indication that the captain didn’t understand either? Boom had no home beyond this ship, no family except his crewmates.

      CabeX pushed the tablet toward Boom, so he picked it up and felt his breath catch on seeing the face of the woman pictured there.

      “That’s Captain Hedy Quinton,” CabeX’s voice sounded distant.

      She was…arresting. Her brows arched neatly over wide-spaced, and cool, gray eyes. Her nose inclined toward a mouth that was full and slightly quirked in humor. Her dark hair was pulled back from the fine lines of her face and a military cap sat at an almost jaunty angle on top of her head.

      Pretty. He let the word settle in his mind, then decided it wasn’t enough. Beautiful.

      “She’ll be commanding the mission.”

      “Okay,” Boom said, resisting the urge to trace the features. The cold screen would ruin the illusion that she looked at him, that the look in her eyes was for him.

      It would also be too revealing, even with CabeX, who knew him better than most. CabeX was the only one of them who knew all their secrets, but he didn’t need to know this one. Not until Boom knew what these unfamiliar stirrings meant.

      “Escorting the Hope is actually cover for the main mission.” CabeX paused but Boom couldn’t think of a response. “The scientists would like to examine the original Dusan home world.”

      Boom had a feeling this wasn’t the main mission either.

      “But the real concern of the Earth military is that the Garradian outposts in the region are offline.”

      Offline. That meant the sensors and scanners couldn’t “see” into that region. This was a security risk. Boom nodded to let the captain know he understood.

      “If anyone can get them up again, it would be you, though you wouldn’t be working alone.”

      Boom glanced involuntarily down at Captain Quinton’s visage, but CabeX didn’t notice.

      CabeX frowned. “There is a sentient AI on the Vega.”

      “Okay.” Boom cleared his throat of huskiness but then didn’t know what to add. What did CabeX want him to say?

      “There is risk.”

      “There is always risk.” Boom glanced down at the face of the woman again. How did he know there was risk there, too?

      CabeX nodded. Then he directed his dark gaze at Boom. “Be sure to come home.”

      Had he always been this much of a…Boom faltered there, for he did not know the correct word. Human? Concerned. Parental? Nothing felt quite correct.

      “Of course,” he said.
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      “Captain’s on the bridge.”

      Captain Hedy Quinton still couldn’t quite believe she was the captain on the bridge—this bridge or any other. It felt good. Really good.

      When she’d traveled to another galaxy as part of Project Enterprise, Hedy had expected both adventure and danger. She’d known she’d meet aliens and that she might have to shoot some of them.

      Her expectations had been met and more. She’d arrived on the second deployment aboard the Apollo, having missed the first war with the Dusan. The Apollo had taken damage during a battle with some evil robots—not to be confused with the robots of the spaceship Najer—and creepy bird-like aliens.

      It had been rotated back to Earth for repair and refit. She wasn’t ready to go home, so she’d wrangled a transfer to the Doolittle under the command of General Halliwell.

      And then she’d ended up on shuttle duty. Life in the United States Air Force, even back on Earth, had been filled with long stretches of not much happening, interspersed with intense activity. And yet, somehow, she’d expected life in this new galaxy to be a series of Star Trek episodes.

      Then, on shuttle duty to an outpost, she’d wandered around the hanger and found the Vega. It had actually been called something unpronounceable with vega in the middle. So she’d kind of nicknamed it.

      The general had been less enthusiastic she’d found a new, intact artificial intelligence (also with an unpronounceable name—she did not need or want unpronounceable names in her life) that she’d nicknamed Roy, because the AI Bangle had been playing Roy Orbison just before she left on the mission where she found the Vega with an AI in its systems.

      The AI that controlled the Vega.

      In a sense, the AI was the Vega.

      The general did want or need another AI in his life, but he’d got one anyway.

      Hedy was happy to have an AI in her life, since Roy had picked her to be captain of the Vega. Hedy loved Roy. She’d have worn the Roy fangirl tee shirt if it were possible to get any kind of fan tee shirt in this galaxy. Not that she’d checked or anything.

      She took her station, gripping the arms just a bit so she didn’t wriggle with joy.

      “Thank you, Roy.” Her tone gave nothing of her excitement away. She might be channeling a little bit of Picard. Not that she hadn’t worked hard to develop the stoic calm during her years in the military.

      Roy was also her first officer, at least on the books. The Vega was Roy’s from top to bottom, but she was sitting in the captain’s chair. It felt like a win-win. Or at least not a loss.

      Her command crew also included a robot, or rather, a former robot from the Najer. BoomerJ was her security officer. Boom, as he liked to be called, had been a formidable robot, but now he was a really cute guy with some cyborg enhancements.

      Hedy wasn’t sure what that made him now, other than her security officer.

      And yes, all the various consciousnesses and where they resided was enough to make her head explode.

      At least Trejar Volrn hadn’t retaken anything. He’d lived all his life in his human form. The downside of Volrn? He was Gadi and believed he should be the captain of the Vega, and possibly ruler of the galaxy. Yeah, he was that humble.

      Okay, he had a point. This was their galaxy, their heritage. But they’d still be fighting the Dusan if not for the expedition from Earth, and he couldn’t be on a cool ship heading for an adventure into the unknown.

      As far as Hedy was concerned, the expedition had earned their place here because they’d joined forces with the Gadi and broken the epoch long stalemate of war.

      And Roy liked Hedy better.

      Hedy wasn’t sure Volrn knew this was Roy’s ship, or that Roy was sentient.

      Was she thrilled that her first command wasn’t a complete command? No, but she was pragmatic. What couldn’t be changed could be dealt with. She hadn’t been a woman in the military since she was eighteen without learning this immutable truth.

      And Roy appeared to trust her, so she had to trust it or give up on the mission.

      She was not giving up on the mission.

      “Has our rendezvous with Scoyfol’s Hope been confirmed?” Hedy asked. She kept waiting for them to back out on this craziness because that was the smart thing to do. But so far they were hanging in with the whole “we want to go home” deal.

      If the Hope pulled out, the mission would go forward, since it was a cover for what Command really wanted to find out. The outposts in those quadrants—called Victor and Bravo by the expedition—were offline, which meant they didn’t have “eyes” into what was happening there.

      General Halliwell did not like not knowing what was out there.

      The general also didn’t like the Gadi knowing what they were up to. So she was the only one who knew the real mission. Maybe. Hedy also had a feeling the robots and ex-robots liked knowing things—and they had their own way of finding out.

      “Our rendezvous with Scoyfol’s Hope has been confirmed, Captain.” Roy said the word “captain” as if it liked using it.

      Was it glad to have a captain and crew? It had been alone a long time.

      “Passengers and supplies are secure,” Roy added, as if anticipating this would be her next question.

      ‘Thank you, Roy,” she said again. Roy might be an AI, but it was a sentient AI. And it was a member of the crew. Hedy had always treated her people—her eye twitched for a moment—with courtesy. There were times when it was a steely courtesy, but courtesy nonetheless.

      She glanced at Volrn.

      Volrn gave her a stiff nod to her unasked question. He was probably as ready to go as he was going to be.

      Because of her orders she had to take him, but Roy didn’t.

      Roy didn’t have to do anything it didn’t want to. She could have got Volrn off her crew roster if she’d asked Roy. She hadn’t because they would have just given her a different Gadi—was there such a thing?

      Hedy wasn’t a fan of the Gadi guys. They tended to be pretty jerks. She wondered how long it would take for Volrn to figure out he was a placeholder? Or if he ever would.

      She looked at Boom now, but it seemed he’d carried his robot lack of expression into his new human cyborg body. Okay, then.

      “Engage,” she said. She didn’t do the Picard move, well, maybe inside her head she did, but she could say the words out loud if she wanted to.

      Picard didn’t own them. There was no one on her bridge who knew about Picard. The others from the expedition were strapped in below.

      Her crew complement was a three-man squad of pilots from the Doolittle, three Marines, and four scientists.

      At least none of them were named Dr. Smith. And her “robot” looked like a really cute guy. Not a very captain-y thought, but inside the captain there was a woman. And Boom was really cute.

      Hedy felt the shift as the Vega began to break orbit around the Kikk Outpost.

      Through her virtual interface, she heard the ping, then General Halliwell’s face appeared floating in the air in front of her.

      She wasn’t going to lie. It was pretty disconcerting to see him like that. Somewhere sometime she’d seen a movie where heads floated in the air.

      She hadn’t liked it then, didn’t care for it now.

      Her “cone of silence” had activated automatically. Her lips didn’t twitch from recalling the Get Smart name. Not when the general could see her too. Thanks to her cone, no one could see or hear the general, or hear her response. That was very cool.

      Of course, the Vega was super cool from top to bottom.

      Again, not a very captain-y thought, but she got to have her thoughts. Including the one where she felt so Picard sitting here as the Vega moved away from the Kikk moon. She should probably feel Janeway, but Picard would always be her favorite.

      On a separate display, the planet that the Kikk moon orbited a greenish ball hanging in space. No one went there. Apparently, it was habitable, but no one wanted to inhabit it.

      “Godspeed, Captain.” The general looked and sounded sober.

      “Thank you, Sir,” she said. “We’ll keep you updated.”

      As much as they could with the distances involved. So much depended on getting those outposts back up and connected.

      In addition to communications, they had also been tasked with covering some scientific, or perhaps humanitarian, questions. Could the Hope’s passengers return home? What had happened to the Dusan-held planets post-war? What about the Dusan home world?

      The minutes ticked by as the ship left the alien familiar behind. Ahead was the alien unfamiliar.

      Hedy couldn’t decide if it was ironic or symbolic that they were setting out in an alien ship.

      She’d spent as much time as she could getting familiar with the Vega. The feel of the engines against her booted feet was almost as familiar now as on the Doolittle and the Apollo. This mission was the same “going where no one had gone before,” but it felt different, felt both more and less momentous than when she’d left Earth for the first time.

      It wasn’t as if she hadn’t danced on the head of a pin many times before, but it might be the first time she wasn’t sure she could keep her balance.

      This mission was pushing the boat way out past any chance of military support, not because Halliwell wouldn’t want to send help, but because he needed updated information to send that help.

      When the Project Enterprise Earth expedition had left the Milky Way and headed into the unknown, it had been a huge leap of faith. It had comprised great ships and a lot of crew.

      This venture, this mission. was heading into the “kind of” unknown with a much smaller vessel and paired-down crew.

      On the plus side, they had maps and star charts of both quadrants.

      On the minus side, those star charts were way out of date—like eons or more out of date.

      No one from the expedition or the Gadi had ventured into former Dusan space since the end of the war to update anything.

      And no one who had ventured in there during the war had returned and reported.

      So did that make this venturing into the unknown known? Or the known unknown?

      And if she wanted to add up the potential for a Charlie Foxtrot, she could throw in the fact they were venturing out there in a ship that was probably as old as the star charts.

      It might look pretty and shiny, but it wasn’t new. At least she had a good idea of what was under the hood.

      It had a lot under the hood.

      According to her briefing, the Vega had several types of propulsion.

      It had what they called an impulse drive on Star Trek but was actually a sublight drive for traveling below the speed of light.

      It also had regular FTL (faster than light) jump drive that was similar to the propulsion the Project Enterprise ships had used to get to the Garradian galaxy.

      And it had something called starburst drive or star drive, depending on who she talked to. Starburst drive was near instantaneous travel, which was super cool but also required a super amount of calculations and depended on accurate star charts. So it had a “use with caution” label attached to it.

      What she didn’t know was if the Vega and its AI had staying power. What might the years in storage have done that might not be immediately obvious?

      “Let’s do our short jump,” Hedy said.

      They’d done a lot of systems and drives testing in the month since the Vega was discovered, but this final short jump, while still in range of Command, was on her “to do” list from General Halliwell.

      If Murphy’s law was in force in this galaxy, then nothing would go wrong until they were out of range of Command. But she wasn’t going to say that to the general.

      “You’ve got the coordinates, Roy?”

      “I do, Captain.”

      Oh that Roy. He was very good for her ego.

      There was a pull, a blur of movement, and then the short FTL hop was over.

      They’d also tested the starburst drive, but Hedy still felt her insides tense as they moved into position for the next leap into the known unknown.

      This mode of propulsion felt wrong on a cellular level, even if it did cut down on the waiting.

      At the time the Garradians had shut things down, starburst drive was a new, cutting edge—and not completely tested—piece of technology.

      Yet here she was with her finger on the button. It did seem to be a feature of humanity to push buttons that maybe should stay unpushed.

      But she’d push it, or rather she’d tell Roy to push it. It was why she was here, why she was in the chair.

      Their regular jump had moved them far enough from the Kikk moon and its planet so the instability caused by starburst drive activation wouldn’t be a problem for the orbiting ships or the planets.

      The starburst drive was only one of many very cool systems on the Vega. It still amazed her that the Garradians had had Star Trek-plus and left it behind.

      What the heck?

      “Rendezvous course set. Permission to engage starburst drive.” Roy’s tone was almost robotic now. More like a computer. At other times, she’d noticed a little cowboy intonation creeping in.

      Had someone introduced him to Roy Rodgers? She might have to play some Roy Orbison when she was off duty and pull him back in the rock ’n roll direction.

      “Engage,” she said again, suppressing a tiny smile. She didn’t mind living a bit of the Star Trek life, as long as she didn’t have their problems. She might have longed for excitement, but being captain of her first command was excitement enough.

      If she could have knocked on wood after that thought, she might have. But the bridge was sleek and white and wholly devoid of anything wood.

      She glanced at the Gadi to her right and resisted the temptation to find out if he were as wooden as he acted. Probably not a good plan to rap an ally on the noodle.

      There was a shift, a feeling of lifting, as the drive engaged. Thankfully the sense of wrong didn’t last. Her stomach had barely settled when the shift went the other direction as they came out of starburst drive. That was probably the fastest they’d travel until they finished escort duty to the four home planets.

      Four whole planets.

      Who needed four planets? The Scoyfol’s Hope had maybe a couple of thousand people on board.

      The Hope had been discovered by General Halliwell while on holiday.

      Yeah, she didn’t believe that either.

      The passengers had been in cryo-sleep since the beginning of the Gadi-Dusan War. And now they wanted to go home. Clearly, they were a bunch of optimists.

      None of the expedition’s experts believed that the Scoyfol planets existed in a form they could return to, but it was their choice.

      And since their scientists had been chomping at the bit to get a look at the original Dusan home world, these two outward missions gave them good cover for the real mission.

      Escort the Hope to its home system, then check out the Dusan home planet. And if warranted, take a look at any former Dusan planets along their flight path.

      This “public” mission brief made a good cover for the real reason they were sending them out here.

      Again, she felt like there was a lot of optimism, considering how “easy” things had gone since the expedition arrived here.

      “I have the Scoyfol’s Hope on tracking.” Boom gave her the update this time.

      Good to know that Roy could share.

      “We have a contact request from the Hope,” Volrn said. His tone was edged with snotty.

      “On screen,” Hedy said. When the captain of the Hope appeared, Hedy rose.

      “Captain Traum.” She gave him a respectful salute. He’d earned it by surviving and keeping his passengers alive. By freezing everyone, but it still counted as a win. And he’d used a nebula’s energy to keep the ship powered. Kind of genius.

      “Captain.” Traum’s tone and face gave nothing away. He’d been old before he’d gone to sleep with his passengers and crew, so he didn’t look as badass as his accomplishments indicated.

      Should she be offended he didn’t use her name?

      This could be his normal and not about her or the mission, because how could anyone not want a great big, armed ship accompanying them into the unknown?

      “Sending course and first jump coordinates.” Volrn tapped something on his screen, managing to make this small action seem more important than it was.

      “Course and coordinates received.” The slight tightening of the skin around Traum’s mouth might indicate he didn’t much like it that they were setting the course.

      Didn’t he realize that meant they’d take the first shots if something surprised them out of jump? Or he didn’t trust them. And why should he?

      Maybe the Vega looked too pretty to him to be scary? The Vega might look like a sci-fi movie dream of a ship, both sleek and pretty, compared to the Hope, but she was armed to the teeth, including some very cool cloaking technology.

      Which Traum might not know. How much did he know? The answer was above her pay grade.

      What she did know was that the Hope was basically a passenger and cargo ship with FTL jump drives similar to the Vega’s mid-range propulsion. It also had a sublight drive for in-system transit.

      She’d heard that it had had limited armaments, though they’d added some when she’d had to flee before the Dusan advance. Eventually crew and passengers had made the choice to go to sleep, rather than continue their futile flailing around the galaxy—helped by the nebula that had hidden them and provided a power source for the ship during their really long sleep.

      “We’ll see you on the other side of the jump, Captain Traum,” she said. Giving him a last salute, she nodded for Roy to cut the connection.

      This first contact with the Hope appeared to have triggered Halliwell’s protective instincts, or maybe he’d been looking for an excuse to poke around the Dusan part of the galaxy and get the outposts fixed without drawing attention to them.

      It seemed certain that word of the Hope’s discovery had gotten out. This galaxy and surrounding regions of space had their fair share of nasty pirates. It was kind of a cliche, but that didn’t make them anything less than a problem.

      Didn’t matter how far you traveled, there were always those who preyed on anyone weaker than them. Their lack of creativity should embarrass them, but somehow didn’t.

      What had happened to General Halliwell during his “holiday” to that nebula was also classified above her pay grade, but it wasn’t a secret that he’d returned with a girlfriend.

      Hedy gave a mental wince at using the general and girlfriend in the same thought. She wasn’t surprised said girlfriend was an alien. Everyone on the expedition was half afraid of the general, with a couple of non-dating-eligible exceptions.

      It was probably harder for a general to get a date than it was for a captain, she added to herself somewhat ruefully.

      She didn’t usually think along those lines, or worry about her dating prospects, but there’d been a lot of love in the air out here in this new and dangerous galaxy. Maybe love—even alien love—provided the anchor for people to cope with it all.

      There was a whole lot of alien going on around here.

      The Vega certainly felt alien compared to the Doolittle—though it was alien in a good way, for the most part. It was not unlike being on the set of her favorite sci-fi movie or show. It was all clean lines inside and out. None of the utilitarian design of the Earth ships. Even the walls of the corridors had rounded edges.

      When the ship was dormant, the walls had been a kind of eerie white, but with its systems online, the walls could change color, creating paths for passengers to navigate between the sections, or just to look different, she supposed.

      Any hallway could quickly become a view screen during an emergency. Something undoubtably made possible by Roy.

      And the bridge. She gave an internal happy sigh. It was both sleek and spare, with only what was necessary deployed at any given moment. Even the bridge seating adjusted to the size of the bridge crew and each station also personally adjusted to each person.

      In other words, comfortable and highly functional.

      She controlled her own system access through a special virtual interface that, when inserted in her ears, gave her a visual view that she assumed was unique and the ability to have private conversations with Roy and others wherever she was.

      She also had panels that emerged from the arms of her chair when she needed them. So far she was the only one allowed to use the virtual interface. As far as she knew, neither Boom or Volrn even knew about its existence.

      The truth was, Roy was the ship and it could have flown without any bridge crew. Which brought her back to wondering if it had been lonely?

      Had she found it or had it found her as the various Garradian outposts woke up? It had definitely attached itself to her after opening the hangar bay door for her. Some of the pilots with more seniority had protested her getting this command, but none of them wanted to get spaced out an airlock because they’d annoyed Roy.

      Until the finding of the Vega, a lot of the expedition had assumed they’d found all the good stuff, that all that was left was trying to figure it out.

      And then they’d found some frozen Garradians. No one was quite sure if the Garradians weren’t sharing all they knew or if their bunch didn’t know. The only one who might know the answers to all the systems questions was the AI Bangle, and it wasn’t talking.

      All of those currently involved in and around the active outposts had saved each other’s bacon a couple of times. So everything was friendly on the surface, helped it was said, by Bangle’s fondness for Earth music and the Najer robots.

      Its feelings about the Gadi were less clear.

      “All systems are ready for activation of the FTL jump drive,” Roy said.

      “Let’s do it,” Hedy said this time. She couldn’t be Picard all the time.

      This propulsion felt different from the starburst drive, with less of the unnatural, possibly because this is how the FTL jump had felt traveling here from Earth.

      A screen appeared that showed the Hope had entered jump behind them.

      For some reason the song from Peter Pan played in her head, like an unwelcome mind worm. The one about following the leader. She felt the sudden weight of it settle onto her shoulders. Lives, ships, and hopes.

      No pressure.
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      Boom had felt strange being on a ship other than the Najer, but after several days of jump travel, it felt less strange. The Vega was performing well, which was a relief. Boom had done some poking around in the Garradian databases and he had a pretty good idea how old the ship was, though as the pilot, Tiger, had pointed out, it hadn’t racked up many miles.

      The fact that it was basically new had not eased Boom’s concerns, because new could also mean “untested.”

      He’d spent some of his off-duty time diving into the systems and poking around, looking for potential problems. He’d sensed Roy hovering, but the AI hadn’t tried to stop him.

      A side benefit of that study had given him a schematic of—and access to—the ship’s cameras. He used this access now to adjust the various cameras so he could study Captain Quinn from every possible angle.

      One of his crewmates had told him it wasn’t polite to stare.

      He’d stared a lot as a robot, but apparently that was less noticeable. He zoomed in with one of the cameras, focusing on her face in an attempt to figure out why she intrigued him. He’d been intrigued by her image, but the reality of her had rendered him almost mute.

      He was more new to being human and being around a lot of humans than those of his crewmates on the Najer who returned to human form. Prior to their arrival in this system, he’d rarely interacted with humans, except in battle—which did not take long—or when being oppressed by them.

      Thankfully, being oppressed was behind him now.

      But now he was human and that human form had a tendency to heat up when he studied the captain for too long. This was not enough to stop him.

      He liked looking at her.

      He liked what he’d learned about her since deploying.

      He’d had to watch her very closely to catch these small clues, because she kept her thoughts and her emotions to herself as much as possible.

      He didn’t mind the close study.

      Now he knew that her lips tended to thin when she was annoyed—such as when she glanced at Volrn. And they relaxed slightly when she was pleased.

      Her dark hair was contained now, but he’d seen it when she’d let it fall around her face. It looked so soft, he’d had to curl his fingers into his palm to keep from touching it.

      Even as a robot he’d known to keep his hands to himself during peaceful interactions.

      He’d learned that she moved well, alternating between swift and still with a grace that pleased someone who’d lived for a very long time with the blunt, spare movements of robots.

      He’d searched through the archives and found video of her piloting a Dauntless, the fighter craft associated with the Earth expedition.

      She was very good. Not robot good. Not even he was that good anymore. But piloting had not been his focus. He’d been what the humans called a geek.

      Though his piloting module had been acceptable when called upon. It had been called on many times during the robot years. Some of that experience lingered in his neural memory. He’d learned this when he tried a piloting simulation after becoming human.

      Not that he was completely human. He’d retained some of his components as part of his transition. It would not have done to leave himself without protections. They still had a few enemies out there.

      And he never assumed there were no enemies close at hand.

      He didn’t have to look at Volrn. He’d seen enough of the man to know Volrn didn’t like him either. Did that make him an enemy?

      He didn’t know yet. And he didn’t want to look at Volrn when he could look at the captain.

      The very edges of her mouth were tipped up and her eyes gleamed, as if she were enjoying a private joke.

      Her gaze shifted his direction and he made sure to turn his head toward her, even as he kept his views of her going. He’d made sure his brain could still multitask. He’d always needed lots of input.

      Though the captain seemed to take up more than one of those inputs.

      She sat in the chair, her body slim and supple, her back a straight line down to her seat.

      “Everything all right?” she asked, her perfectly arched brows lifting some.

      “Systems are optimal, Captain,” he said, hoping he’d correctly identified “everything.”

      She nodded. “Thank you, Boom. Any concerns I should know about?”

      Again that hint of humor, but it didn’t feel malicious. Volrn had the corner on that.

      “No, ma’am,” Boom told her.

      Her lips further softened into a careful smile, that was amplified by a quick warmth in her eyes. “Good.”

      The lips flattened again, her eyes chilled, and she turned toward Volrn. “And you, Mr. Volrn? You see any problems?”

      “I don’t.” For a moment the man looked like he’d swallowed something sour.

      The silence that followed was not comfortable.

      Boom missed the music that the AI Bangle played where she could get away with it, both on the outposts and on some of the ships. It had even filtered into the Najer. It filled the silences.

      And the words of the music had taught him much about feelings. They had helped him understand his crewmates who had succumbed to those feelings. They had even caused him to suspect he had some of those feelings.

      He glanced at the captain, this time with his eyes. He’d learned to pick her unique scent from the air after the first time they’d met, and it teased his nostrils now, boosting that inner heat some, though not out of control.

      He might be a former robot, but he knew the bridge was not the place for out-of-control feelings.

      “Captain, we have a contact,” Roy spoke over the ship’s communication system.

      Boom was pleased to note that the captain exchanged a quick look with him and not the Gadi officer. Even better, it annoyed Volrn.

      Boom wasn’t sure why he felt antagonistic toward Volrn, other than the hostility he sensed from the other man. Funny that he trusted his instincts—and he realized now—he’d had instincts as a robot too. Interesting.

      “What kind of contact?” the captain queried. “Could you be a little more specific?”

      “I would if I could,” Roy said. “Initiating enhanced long-term scanning.”

      “Can you put what you do have on the screen?” the captain said.

      This screen was bigger than when it had shown Captain Traum. This one encompassed the height of the bridge and most of the forward area. The size did not help much. It was still the dark of space with a small object barely visible at its center.

      “Can you magnify?” The captain rose, as if getting closer to the screen would help resolve the resolution.

      There was a zooming sensation and the object got larger, but not clearer.

      “If the closest Garradian outpost were functioning, we would have been able to better assess the object,” Roy said.

      Did the AI sound a bit defensive? Boom knew their mission was taking them by the most direct route into former Dusan territory and that repairing those outposts was a secret priority.

      No one assumed it had been left undisturbed since the end of the war, but the Earth expedition, the Gadi, and even the Garradians, had been busy with other urgencies. Seeing what had happened to their former enemies had not been high on the “to-do list,” as General Halliwell had put it.

      There may have been other reasons for their reluctance, according to his captain, CabeX. Based on the data they’d accessed, perhaps not quite with permission, the Dusan had controlled their people with some kind of device in their brains.

      The allies had somehow accessed this system and killed everyone—or nearly everyone. It had not left them eager to see this in real time.

      But the need to send a ship to accompany the Hope had opened up an opportunity for the scientists who wanted to see what had happened. And the military that didn’t like not knowing what was out there.

      Be careful what you wish for.

      Boom had wondered about the statement the first time he’d heard it. Why be careful? So far, wishing had worked very well for him. He’d wished to be free and he was. He’d wished to learn more about the captain, and here he was.

      Here being a relatively unexplored and possibly dangerous region of space. He blinked. Perhaps that was the reason.

      During his time aboard the Najer, they’d come in contact with legions of species, ranging from harmless to lethal. One of his jobs prior to this deployment was to upload their files on these contacts to the Vega’s databases. But he did not make the mistake of believing they knew all there was to know, particularly in this galaxy. They were new here too.

      Most of the troubles they’d encountered since entering this galaxy had followed them from theirs. At least, there was the hope of something new.

      Yeah, his crewmates on the Najer had found him overly optimistic from time to time.

      “Let Scoyfol’s Hope know we have an unknown contact,” the captain ordered.

      “Contact is slowing and adjusting course,” Roy said.

      Why Roy, Boom wondered almost idly, as he processed the same data that Roy was.

      “To avoid us?” the captain mused.

      “Data from scan returning,” Roy said. “We have a partial match with a Klaetonian shipping vessel.”

      “Why partial?” Volrn asked.

      “The Klaetonians were destroyed by the Dusan. And the ship has been modified from its original design.”

      “Let the Hope know what we know,” the captain said, still watching the small object on the large screen.

      Even in repose, her posture was as good as a robot’s, her chin lifted in profile, the curve of her lips compressed. Her hands were clasped behind her back, her feet planted somewhat apart. His human body-language files told him this was a common pose for humans—I am a human, he reminded himself.

      And then, as if waiting for permission, his body temperature rose sharply. Why this human? She was beautiful. He still used the word somewhat hesitantly, not sure he knew what beautiful was after so long living in metal and with metal. His eyes, his mind tagged her as beautiful. So perhaps that was all that mattered.

      Her movements sent more of her personal scent flooding his enhanced olfactory channel. This seemed to heighten the sensations already caused by what his eyes saw. He almost stood, too, but he managed to stop himself. And went to work tamping down the sensations.

      It felt a bit like firefighting—something he’d done once when the Najer took a hit.

      “Pirates or refugees?” the captain mused.

      “They could be traders,” Volrn said.

      Boom studied him thoughtfully. Why did the man’s voice have such an edge to it?

      “This isn’t exactly a trading route,” the captain said, “that we know of.”

      “Perhaps they fear we are pirates,” Volrn said. “We have two vessels to their one.”

      That we know of, Boom mentally added.

      “We’re broadcasting Earth, Gadi, and Garradian idents,” the captain pointed out, her tone mild.

      “Why would refugees fear us?” Volrn rose to stand next to her as the image began to sharpen and clear.

      Volrn wasn’t as tall as the captain, at least he hadn’t been the last time they’d met prior to launch. But now he was the same height. Boom studied his shoes. Were they giving him extra height? He didn’t know why this made him want to smile.

      Thankfully everyone’s attention was on the screen as the view sharpened.

      Scans showed that the Klaertonian ship had battle scars and had seen long years of service. But the energy signature showed no sign of difficulty.

      “Trust issues?” The captain’s shoulders moved in an elegant shrug. “But if I had to guess, I’d say they are the pirates. Let’s send the contact back to Command. Let them keep an eye on them.” She half turned to grin at Boom. “Not that we should take our eyes off them either.”

      “On their present course, they could circle back and come up behind us,” Roy agreed. “But I’m not sure they have that capability. Even with keeping down to the Hope’s jump speed, we are moving faster than they are.”

      “It would be unlikely for them to be able to match our capability,” Boom said, after inputting the data on the Klaertonian ship. Strategy had also been one of his skills as a robot and he’d brought much of that knowledge with him to this body. “Could they be seeking to lure us off course?”

      “Well, if we were the intergalactic police, that might work,” the captain said. “But let’s do a risk assessment that assumes they are bait. How would that play out? What planets are close enough to be a trap? What cloaking capabilities might we not be aware of?”

      They were good questions. None of the planets within range of the possible pirate ship were tagged as habitable. Was that still true? The data on this region of space was old, which is why they were here, he reminded himself.

      It was a pity they didn’t have time to stop and find out. Though the ship could be planning to use nearby planets for shielding and hiding, not for landing on.

      The captain turned and the hint of a question in Volrn’s face tightened her lips, or so Boom supposed.

      “We’re here to learn, not just to fly from point A to point B,” she said. “So, let’s learn.”
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        * * *

      

      It was their first dinner on board the Vega. Not everyone approved of Hedy’s plans for this event.

      It was the “everyone” part that almost everyone was struggling with.

      And for about five of them, the “serve yourself” added insult to injury. It was almost reality TV worthy. Hedy wondered if her guests realized how much they were revealing about themselves?

      She wouldn’t have tried it if the Vega hadn’t obviously been designed for a larger crew and passenger complement than they currently carried. Because of Roy, they didn’t need crew to run the ship. Everything from food service to laundry services were automated. Service drones took care of the cleaning and repairs that required tools.

      As she’d noted, Roy could run the ship without her or her bridge crew. It was possible he could also manage their fighter escort. What he couldn’t replace were her Marines. Her very stolidly dangerous Marines.

      She liked Marines.

      Hedy decided to begin the introductions with them.

      “Corporal Diaz?” She didn’t have to raise her voice to break through the silence that had settled over her guests when they realized everyone on board was there. Maybe that’s what unnerved them? They didn’t know who was flying the ship?

      “Ma’am?” He didn’t salute because he was sitting down, but he still managed to convey the sense that he had.

      “Why don’t you introduce yourself and your squad?” Hedy gave him an encouraging smile. “You will be our protection when anyone goes dirtside, after all.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He was a Marine, so he didn’t flinch and neither did Corporal Sato or Dillon when he shared their names with the group.

      They were quietly lethal, something Hedy could appreciate while heading into the relatively unknown.

      She glanced at her other guests, trying to gauge their reactions to the men and the unconventional beginning to their meal.

      Captain Teeger —call sign Tiger—appeared amused. He was in charge of their air support, both space and in atmosphere. She had him introduce his squad next. She noted a few winces when Tiger introduced Kaboose and Harpo. This appeared to increase Tiger’s amusement.

      The pilots’ mien was more relaxed, though they managed to give off alert and dangerous vibes too.

      “This is Trejar Volrn” —she gestured to one side— “and BoomerJ of the Najer” —she gestured to her other side— “my bridge crew.”

      There was more to notice now. Dr. Klasin Zopjos appeared to approve of Volrn, but not of Boom. It would be nice to know why.

      “I think you’ve all met Roy, our AI?” It would have been nice to be able to arch one brow here, but she’d never gotten the knack of it.

      “Good evening,” Roy said. Hedy had left the end of the table empty to give the others the feeling it was here and its voice came from that place. “Welcome aboard the Vega.”

      It had left the Roy Rodgers accent on the bridge. She’d have called it ‘respectful neutral’ right now. But it got the biggest reaction from the scientists—with the predominating emotion, if she were reading them right—being unease.

      The pilots and the Marines had worked with Bangle and her various kids—the personalities she’d spun off to handle various challenges—so they were unmoved by the introduction…or possibly relieved to realize it was flying the ship?

      But it puzzled her why the two Garradians, who had—or so she’d believed—created the AIs, seemed uneasy. Had she got that wrong? Hadn’t they created them? Might be worth it to have a chat with Roy when she had a more private moment for it.

      Hedy let her gaze rest on Zopjos. “I presume all four of you have gotten acquainted, but the rest of my team hasn’t had a chance to meet you. Can you tell us a bit about yourself, Dr. Zopjos?”

      He half rose and bowed in the general direction of her and then her crew.

      “I am Dr. Klasin Zopjos, representing the Gadi Federation for this mission.”

      He was a round little man with a slightly grandiose air about him and precision tailoring and grooming, possibly to make up for the fact that he was shorter than the typical Gadi.

      “You could say that I represent the present, or the near past.”

      Hedy nodded and then her gaze moved to the man seated next to him.

      He didn’t wait for Hedy to nudge him, but also half rose to bow.

      “I am Dr. Gori Doshua. I am Garradian. One could say I represent the past.”

      He had been defrosted for this mission. And bonus points because he’d actually been to the Dusan home world before he’d gone into cryo-sleep. Tall and thin, he was a bit bloodless, which could be a result of the cryo.

      Across from Doshua was the only female member of the science team. She remained seated, but the smile she cast around was friendly, if a bit reserved.

      “I am Dr. Kaza S’Corva. I am also Garradian.”

      She hadn’t been defrosted as recently, though all the Garradians were not long out of cyro-sleep. She was the medium member of the group. Medium height, medium coloring, and medium build.

      “I will handle any medical issues that arise,” she finished.

      And that left their scientist and the team leader for the four of them, or so she’d been told. She studied him, trying to decide where he fit in with the others. He was a bit scholar, a bit politician, she’d decided the first time she met him. He reminded her of a professor from an Ivy college.

      Not the type to risk it all in another galaxy, she’d have thought.

      And she’d have been wrong. Here he was.

      Throughout the introductions, his dark gaze had rested on each person, as if weighing them up. His conclusions, he kept to himself. She’d bet he was a good poker player, if he were inclined to gamble. The fact that he was sitting here, said he was so inclined, but possibly only on big things?

      She would find out, she supposed. There was charm in the carefully apportioned smile as he introduced himself.

      “I am Dr. Jase Rezal, representing the Earth expedition.”

      Interesting that he didn’t call the mission by its code name. He was from Earth, but he was also from the States.

      Perhaps it was a size thing? When working with people who represented galaxies, star systems, and multiple planets, Rezal needed to at least be from a planet and not a country?

      She didn’t like him and that surprised her, because she hadn’t felt like this at their first meeting. She’d left that meeting decidedly neutral about all the scientists. She’d need to think about what had changed, about what he’d done now to trigger her unease.

      Not that she had to like him. She’d had to deal with a lot of people she hadn’t liked during her Air Force career. That number had gone down a lot since she’d deployed out here. This place had a way of weeding out the jerks and ethically challenged. Probably the high risk of dying by alien something or other.

      These four scientists would be her biggest problem. Well, once they got the Hope escorted to their system, though they would also be a resource since their course would take them by the Garradian outposts and any former Dusan planets they might encounter.

      The scientists were supposed to assess the risk of any contacts.

      And then she’d have to decide how much she believed them, what she’d let them do, and how long they’d stay.

      Because she was the captain—which was a two-edged sword.

      She didn’t like the power they had to put her people at risk, and she was pretty sure they didn’t like the power she had to end their mission.

      Introductions completed, she gestured to the line of food dispensers along one wall. “Please help yourselves. Roy has programmed in meals from your home worlds for you to select if you so desire.”

      This didn’t sit well, this having to serve themselves, but she didn’t much care. This whole mission was going to be self-serve, so they needed to get used to it now. No way General Halliwell was going to send stewards or any kind of servant into danger.

      Not going to happen.

      When the scientists hesitated, the Marines and pilots jumped up. They knew to eat when the opportunity presented.

      He—or she—who hesitates goes hungry. Hedy got up and finally the others followed her.
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        * * *

      

      Boom found another reason to miss his robot body and the Najer.

      No dinner parties. Ever.

      It was a new-to-him kind of suffering, even though he’d been seated on the captain’s right hand, which was nice. The scent of her pleasantly teased at his nostrils and he didn’t have to move, or adjust that many cameras, to be able to study her.

      A quick research of human mores told him the right hand was the more honored. But that was in her galaxy, on her planet. The Gadi seated across from him seemed somewhat happier than he’d been on the bridge.

      Somewhat being not a whole lot.

      The Gadi were allies of the expedition, but from what material he’d received from CabeX, it was an uneasy alliance. The Gadi saw them as interlopers keeping them from full access to technology that should, by rights, belong to the Gadi.

      The technology actually belonged to the Garradians, and now that those who had been in cryo-sleep were awakening, it had further complicated the control issues.

      All three groups were represented on board this ship, but it was curious that their captain was from the expedition, and not a Garradian. It did not surprise him that a Gadi wasn’t in charge.

      The Gadi chose this moment to address him, possibly the first time since boarding the ship.

      “You should try our food.” Volrn’s gaze was dismissive of the MRE, the meal ready-to-eat, that Boom had chosen for his meal.

      Boom studied the Gadi’s plate for several seconds, while he searched for the proper etiquette mores surrounding food.

      “I will,” he finally offered into the small silence at their end of the table. It did not look anymore interesting than his current selection. He glanced down the table.

      The captain’s military people were chatting quietly, carefully, it seemed to him. He could tune his hearing to listen in, but their body language told him enough. His robotic enhancements allowed him to monitor and filter multiple streams of data, including communications.

      They did not assist him with boredom or unease.

      In the middle group, the scientists had begun to talk too. They were speculating about what they might find the deeper the ship penetrated into Dusan space.

      Yeah, boring.

      Boom focused the main force of his attention back to their small group and noted that his agreement to try Gadi food did not appear to have satisfied Volrn.

      He caught a small twitch of lips from the captain.

      “I’m trying a Garradian delicacy,” she said.

      Volrn’s attention shifted in her direction, first to her face, then to her food.

      “It looks intriguing.” Volrn looked like he’d swallowed something sour.

      It did not look remotely intriguing to Boom. And something in the captain’s face made Boom suspect it was not appetizing either. But the Gadi would not want to offend the Garradians.

      The captain secured a small bite with her eating utensil and inserted it in her mouth. A flicker of distaste passed over her face, she swallowed, and then her lips turned up in a half smile.

      “It is very interesting.” She swirled her utensil in the gray mass and then looked at Boom.

      “Are you getting settled in your quarters okay?”

      “They are very comfortable,” he said. It was new for him to need a bed, or even chairs. And the sanitation facilities. He’d forgotten about the more earthy aspects of being human.

      “And you, Mr. Volrn?”

      Her tone was polite, but Boom sensed more reserve in her tone for the Gadi than for others she spoke to.

      “They are adequate.”

      He didn’t address her as Captain. Was that deliberate?

      “Smaller than you’re used to?”

      Again, the tone was carefully polite, somewhat sympathetic.

      Volrn gave a half nod, his gaze showing wariness.

      “Your ships are quite…pretty,” the captain said.

      “The Gadi believe in form and function,” Volrn said stiffly.

      “I am surprised you were able to do both, after so many years of war.”

      The captain sounded curious, not condemning. Some of the tension seemed to leave Volrn’s form.

      “It was a matter of honor.” He hesitated. “Your ships are very…functional.”

      The captain smiled. “Yes. Our people don’t see our military in the same way. Function is primary. We save our form, our pretty, for other areas in our lives.” She looked thoughtful as she sipped her drink. “I suppose it makes sense, your approach. Your experience is so different from ours. The Dusan threat would have loomed large.”

      Would have dominated their lives, Boom realized. He knew all about dominating forces. He’d lived for a very long time as a slave to a dark and dominating force.

      The captain set her glass down. “Did you volunteer for this mission, Mr. Volrn?”

      Volrn stiffened, then forced himself to relax. He seemed to consider his answer. Did it matter? Boom wasn’t sure. Boom hadn’t volunteered, exactly. CabeX had asked him to go. But he’d said yes.

      This wasn’t the first mission where the expedition had asked one of their kind to go on a mission. Their capabilities seemed to mesh well with the soldiers from Earth. And once he’d seen the captain, well, he’d have tried to find a way to come if he hadn’t already agreed to go.

      The Gadi hadn’t been as eager to work with his kind—either as robots or cyborgs, he realized now. The expedition’s leaders appreciated the skills they brought to a mission, despite the fact that their first meeting had been less than friendly.

      The AI, Bangle, had negotiated a peace between them before there were casualties. Did that mean Bangle didn’t trust the Gadi either?

      “I could have refused the assignment,” Volrn said.

      The captain nodded. “It is important to have Gadi perspective. That is the opinion of my superiors and I agree,” she said. “What you all went through, we struggle to comprehend it.”

      “You did not have war on your planet?”

      For the first time, Volrn appeared truly interested in something.

      The captain smiled. “I wouldn’t go that far.” She looked thoughtful, one finger tapping the side of her glass. “War is always with us, but it rises and falls like an ocean tide. We had two, what we call world wars. But these were dirt side battles. Not space battles.” She gave a half shake of her head, as if she were at loss for words. “As I said, our experiences are very different, but” —she hesitated— “I think the individual human experiences were less different.”

      Volrn’s brow arched, in a question, or perhaps in doubt.

      “Love, loss, fear, anger, jealousy, hate. These are the same, are they not?”

      With some reluctance, Volrn nodded.

      Boom hadn’t been asked, but, after a short thought, he knew he would have agreed. Even as a robot, he’d felt some of those things. Not love, but the others. Did that mean he’d still been human? He’d equated human with the physical container, but inside, he’d still been himself. Was this why he and some of his crewmates, had retaken human form? To become themselves once more?

      He’d seen it as a progression, and a desire to fit in, for some it had also been a desire for love.

      Could he still love?

      He looked at the captain and wondered.
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      The day after the dinner party—though that was giving a very loose meaning to the word party—Hedy ran back over the evening in her mind. It had confirmed some of Hedy’s impressions and raised some new questions.

      Her crew, for surely they were all crew in the sense of their mission goals, was not what she’d call cohesive in purpose or in fact. It was not unusual to have a divide between the military and the scientists. That, she expected.

      She did not like the divide in her bridge crew. Volrn had softened some, but then had rebuilt his defenses before the uncomfortable meal was completed. He appeared determined to be difficult.

      And none of them had reached out to her pilots or Marines. There’d been some interactions that she’d started, but they quickly died off. Each group had pretty much kept to itself.

      She considered Boom. She didn’t think he’d kept quiet out of snobbery. He was shy and, she suspected, still learning how to be human. He’d have probably done better on a ship with more women.

      The only other woman on board was a defrosted Garradian, who probably had her own issues to deal with. She’d spent most of the meal looking down at her plate.

      If Hedy hadn’t already believed charm lived in the spirit of a person and not just the body it currently inhabited, Boom would have confirmed it. He had charm. He had looks. Boy, did he have looks.

      What he didn’t have was practice. But every now and again, she caught flashes of the charm, the intelligence lurking under the impassive face.

      It would be interesting—but harrowing—to hear his personal story.

      All of the robots from the Najer had harrowing personal stories. Lots of angst to go around, and yet they came across as pragmatic and more ethical than a lot of people she knew.

      That they didn’t know this about themselves, well, that was part of their charm. Though charm seemed an odd word to use for such a lethal, and even ruthless at times, bunch.

      Speaking of ruthless, Volrn probably fell into that spectrum too. He was pissed he wasn’t captain. She got that. But was there more to it?

      What might the Gadi want from this mission? Or was it personal? General Halliwell had warned her to watch her back with the Gadi, despite the fact that he worked closely with Helfron Giddioni and his Earth wife, Doc.

      Or because of it?

      She half grinned. Giddioni and Doc were an interesting pair—speaking of lethal.

      Part of her wished she were with the pilots lower down on the crew deck and not in command. It was simpler flying.

      All this diplomacy and interpersonal relations were the big downside of the captain’s chair. Had she really wanted this?

      She’d already gone where no man had gone before. Did she really need to
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