
  
    [image: The Defiant]
  


  
    
      The Defiant

      Archangel Project. Book 6

    

    
      
        C. Gockel

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About The Defiant

      

    

    
      
        1. Starship Defiant

      

      
        2. A Luddeccean Lady

      

      
        3. Into the Dark

      

      
        4. Unexpected Arrivals

      

      
        5. Crossing the Chasm

      

      
        6. Entanglements

      

      
        7. Alien Craft

      

      
        8. Drop Off

      

      
        9. The Best Laid Plans

      

      
        10. Gang Aft Agley (Often Go Awry)

      

      
        11. No Rest for The Wicked

      

      
        12. Invitations

      

      
        13. Homecoming

      

      
        14. Rifts

      

      
        15. Sex ‘Bot’s Paradise

      

      
        16. Unimaginable

      

      
        17. The Dark Beckons

      

      
        18. Escape

      

      
        19. Summer Heat

      

      
        20. Programmed For Love

      

      
        21. The First Shot

      

      
        22. The Manna

      

      
        23. The Visitor

      

      
        24. Fever Dreams

      

      
        25. Spaceship in a Haystack

      

      
        26. Lilies of the Field

      

      
        27. The Test

      

      
        28. Fission

      

      
        29. Aftershocks

      

      
        30. The Lovers

      

      
        31. The Key

      

    

    
      
        Also by C. Gockel

      

      
        Contact Information

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 C. Gockel

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

      cgockel@cgockelwrites.com

      PRINT ISBN: 9781700104854

      Cover by Tom Edward Designs

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      This book wouldn’t be possible without the encouragement and support of my friends, family, and readers. Kay McSpadden, a friend since my days writing Spock / Uhura fanfiction, and a Mailer Award winning short story writer, reread it twice. Fellow author, Ron Neito, along with Melissa Flores-Hossman, Sarah Easterly, Lindsay McKenna, DJ Rodriguez, and Wynnifredd FitzGibbon, all helped me hammer out consistency issues and areas that had the potential to be misunderstood. They also gave me lots of encouragement along the way. Wynnifredd named a spaceship. The flower on the cover is the fault of my sister, Susan Morehouse, Professor of English at Alfred University. I think she should definitely start writing sci-fi.

      This book also wouldn’t be possible without you, my readers. Thank you for reading and buying my books and giving me words of encouragement. Thank you also if you shared them with your friends and family in person, on Facebook and Twitter, and GoodReads. I couldn’t keep doing this without you.

      All the best.

      C. G.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About The Defiant

          

        

      

    

    
      The Darkness is coming …

      When it strikes, Volka, Carl, 6T9, and Sundancer will have to join forces with an unlikely ally to learn the key to defeating it. An ally that is cold, cunning, and despises all of them—Alexis, Captain Darmadi’s wife.

      If Volka and Carl can manage not to kill her, if 6T9 can refrain from sleeping with her, and if Sundancer can keep them all from being blown up, there may be some hope for humankind, androids, and quantum wave warping werfles and starships alike!

      Strap in! It’s bound to be a bumpy ride.
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            Starship Defiant

          

          Uncharted Space

        

      

    

    
      Blood pooling in her mouth, Volka leaned her head against Sundancer’s hull. The ship’s interior was dark blue and roiling like thunderclouds—a sign of Sundancer’s fury. The emotion was infectious. Volka’s canines were lodged deep in her cheek, making her bleed.

      Snarling, she tried to close off the anger. Had she finally found herself in a battle she couldn’t win? When Admiral Noa Sato and her Fleet Intelligence Officer husband James Sinclair had asked Carl, Sixty, Sundancer, and Volka for help with this mission, she hadn’t imagined she’d fail so quickly over something so trivial.

      Taking a deep breath, Volka spoke as calmly as she could. “I know you hate to wear the armor, Sundancer, but you have to...put...it...on.” Sundancer didn’t understand words, but she did understand feelings, so Volka tried to imbue every syllable with necessity and love—hard to do with the ship telepathically broadcasting head-banging rage.

      Nothing happened.

      James, the mission’s leader, said their success was vitally important to Fleet Intelligence. Volka tried again. “It will protect you from the Dark’s weapons.” Hopefully. The Galactic Fleet scientists weren’t entirely sure, since they weren’t confident as to what the Dark’s weapons were. But the weapons had incapacitated the ship on contact, so the Republic’s engineers had developed armor that would protect Sundancer from said contact.

      “I almost lost you once battling the Dark, Sundancer,” Volka whispered, remembering the livid, dark gray veins that had fanned out until they’d covered every millimeter of her hull. It was a miracle that Sundancer had survived. But if Alaric hadn’t used his ship’s remote EM drives to push her into a nearby sun where the infection had burned away, Sundancer would have been lost. The words tumbling from her lips became an urgent torrent. “I can’t let it happen again.” It had felt like losing a part of herself.

      The hull and the room she was in grew darker. The floor vibrated beneath her feet, and she knew she’d only succeeded in making the ship angrier.

      Flicking her ears, Volka resisted the urge to stamp her feet like an angry toddler…even though her million-year-old starship friend was transmitting toddler-esque emotions. Instead of stamping her foot, Volka growled. She had to calm down.

      Pulling back, Volka abandoned her insistence, and the ship’s hull brightened...a little. Her stomach fluttered with confusion—not hers—the ship’s. Sundancer really didn’t understand how the armor would help. Or, at least, that was how Volka interpreted the confusion. Without words, so much nuance was lost, and they couldn’t afford misunderstandings now. The Dark had taken out one human outpost at Time Gate 33, and it had told them it would come for all of mankind. She swallowed. It had used the voices of human victims to relay that message.

      Biting her lip, trying to relax her body, hoping it would relax her mind, Volka put her hands on the small of her back and stretched. The motion brushed her elbows against Sixty’s knees. Volka blushed, but the expected quip of “careful, you’ll give me a hardware malfunction” was not forthcoming. She turned to her friend in concern. They were currently in one of the small cabins aft of Sundancer’s bridge. Maybe it wasn’t a cabin precisely—maybe “compartment” was the right word? But who knew? In this unique, sentient alien spacecraft, this “space” could be the Sundancer equivalent of a lung. In this cabin-compartment-lung, they’d put a self-contained toilet and a charger for Sixty. There was also, at the moment, a flat portfolio case leaning against the wall, four powered-down robots at Volka’s feet, and Sixty himself sitting on top of the toilet tank, his feet on the seat. Volka was standing in the only space left—right between his knees.

      Sixty’s eyes were closed in concentration. Carl Sagan, a ten-legged, golden-furred werfle, was draped around his neck. Ostensibly, Carl was meditating so that Sundancer’s anger wouldn’t provoke him into doing something he might regret, but at the moment he was snoring, his little claws were twitching, and his mouth was slightly open. Volka hoped that he wasn’t drooling venom.

      “I’ve almost got it,” Sixty murmured. His eyelids fluttered, making his long lashes kiss his cheeks. Sixty was a “sex ‘bot” and beautiful to look at. His face was so painfully symmetrical—if it weren’t for a dimple on his right cheek—it might make her artist's heart break. His body was muscular, but not overly so. His makers had given him a synthetic hormone scent that made him seductive to the largest swathe of humanity. That scent was underlaid by oil, metal, and a bit of grease, with a subtle hint of plastic. She didn’t find those unpleasant, and he’d be dangerously desirable, even to a God-fearing weere like her, except that, to her sensitive weere nose, he reeked of sex with his “friend” Celeste…Volka’s nose twitched…and also Celeste’s husband Bart. She sighed. He’d finally gotten Bart to join in, not just watch. Shifting on her feet, Volka dropped her eyes.

      “Finished,” Sixty said, bolting upright.

      Volka blinked at him expectantly.

      “Volka, you don’t mind if I use Bracelet’s projector?” he asked.

      “Of course not.” She raised her wrist with the bracelet Sixty had given her. Most humans where Sixty was from had neural implants that allowed them to connect to machines and each other via the ethernet. Since Volka didn’t have an implant, Sixty had given her a voice-activated bracelet that could serve the same function. Made of coppery metal, it had a circular disc at the apex that could project holograms. “Bracelet, please connect to Sixty,” Volka said.

      “Of course, Miss Volka,” Bracelet replied. Sixty was holding a digital tablet that served as a “local ethernet hub” on his lap, and it flared to life.

      Volka stroked Bracelet’s sides. “Thank you.”

      Stretching on Sixty’s shoulder, Carl snorted and yawned. He had his own ethernet device, a “necklace” he called it, not a “collar” as it looked like. It allowed him to speak to humans. Carl didn’t need a “hub” to connect to his device because he “surfed the quantum wave, Baby!” As Volka understood it, he was his own little private hub…not that she understood hubs.

      Carl’s necklace crackled. “You don’t have to say please and thank you to Bracelet. She isn’t an AI. She’s a dumb machine, a glorified holophone-cum-calculator.”

      Lifting an eyebrow in triumph, Volka pointed out, “You just called her a she.”

      “Nebulas, it’s contagious,” Carl muttered.

      “What’s contagious?” Sixty asked.

      “Stupidity!” the werfle hissed.

      Jaw hardening, Sixty pinched the werfle’s snout between two fingers. Carl jerked away with a hiss but didn’t bite.

      Focusing on Volka’s wrist, Sixty said, “Thank you, Bracelet, I’m connected…Download complete. Begin holo.” Sixty’s eyes met Volka’s. “Some of the renderings are simplistic, but I think she’ll still be able to understand it.”

      Sixty had been rendering a holographic explanation of what they needed the ship to do. The central disk on Bracelet sparkled, and an image nearly the size of Volka’s torso was projected into the air. It showed Volka on the planet S33O4, wearing the envirosuit Fleet had given her, firing a phaser rifle at birds and beasts infected by the Dark. The rifle abruptly sputtered out. Holo Volka tossed it aside and swung a large stick around and began beating back the beasts with it.

      Volka’s eyes grew wide, certain she really hadn’t looked so fierce and graceful as Sixty had depicted her.

      The scene changed. Holo Volka was battling pirates aboard the pirate ship Copperhead, armed with only a titanium femur. She blinked and a holo version of herself was fighting the Luddeccean Guard aboard the Leetier with a broom handle. Had the odds been as overwhelming as Sixty portrayed them?

      The scene changed again, and Volka was twirling a closed umbrella, fighting off foes in the streets of the weere settlement on her home-world, Luddeccea. The scene wasn’t one Sixty had seen, he’d only heard about it, and the attackers were vague and blurry. Holo Volka was sharp and clear and looked more confident and resolute than Volka remembered being. And then Volka in the holo became cartoon-like. The cartoon became smaller and childlike and was walking in the woods beside a sketch of a woman with long black hair, only slightly pointed ears, and blue eyes that weren’t quite human. Volka’s lips parted. It was a sketch she’d drawn of her mother. She’d shown it to Sixty a few days ago. Her “mother” lifted a bow, aimed at a rat, and hit it. The young Volka tried and missed. The sketch of her mother gave her another arrow. This time the smaller Volka hit the rat. The Volka in the holo shrank again, her eyes and wolf-ears became proportionally larger, her nose smaller, her lips daintier. She held a stick awkwardly, but a sketch of a weere man with silver hair, black fingernails, yellow eyes lined with kohl-like natural pigment, and wolf-ears just like Volka’s showed her how to hold it right.

      In the real world, Volka’s breath caught. It was a holo of a sketch of her father…

      The image faded away and was replaced by a holo of Sundancer orbiting an alien star, pearlescent hull gleaming. From her keel dropped the armor made by the Republic’s scientists and engineers, a carefully crafted covering made from interlocking pieces of metal coated with a material that reminded Volka of oil on water. In the holo, Sundancer tried to slip into it…and the material got hopelessly tangled around her short wings and rudder—exactly as it had happened the first time she’d tried to put it on. Holo Sundancer disappeared, and a tiny toddler holo version of Volka tried to pick up a stick and just barely succeeded, and then Sundancer appeared again, slipping on the chainmail. This time it fit, and the chainmail was outfitted with phasers above and below each wing. Sixty showed child-Volka learning how to stick fight again, learning how to shoot a bow and arrow, and then showed a holo of Sundancer, phasers blazing into the shuttle that had dropped the Dark’s weapon onto her on the planet S33O4.

      “See, Sundancer,” Sixty whispered. “If you want to be a mighty warrior like Volka, you have to practice.”

      Blushing again, Volka glanced at Sixty. His expression was as earnest as his words had sounded. If he were a human and had emotions that Sundancer could feel, Volka thought the ship wouldn’t hesitate to put on the suit.

      “Is it working?” he asked.

      Volka held her breath.

      Around them, the walls darkened, and Volka had a terrible thought. “Maybe she was angry because she knows it won’t work.”

      Sixty’s Adam’s apple bobbed.

      Carl sat up. “Let’s deal with that issue if and when it—”

      The walls began closing in and Carl squeaked. Bracelet crackled with the voice of James, currently in one of Sundancer’s other aft cabins. “What’s happening?”

      Sixty replied. “We don’t—”

      Metal scraped against metal, and Volka exclaimed in pain and shock as the closing walls shoved the robots on the floor into her calves.

      Drawing his legs back, Sixty said, “On the seat.” Volka was desperately scrambling up before he’d finished the sentence. His hands wrapped around her lower back, stabilizing her. His thighs brushed her legs, and her chin was just above his hairline. She kept her eyes on the wall, but she could still see Sixty’s face tilted up toward her in the periphery of her vision. Her nose twitched. He’d showered since his latest “sexcapade” and put on clean clothes—she could smell shampoo and detergent—but she could still smell Celeste’s perfume in his hair. She felt an inexplicable stab of loneliness.

      Sixty’s hands drifted up her sides. “Are you all right, Volka? They didn’t cut you, did they?”

      James’s voice burst over Bracelet. “Volka, are you hurt?”

      The little robots they were transporting had sharp appendages. Her calves stung. They well might have cut her. “I’m fine,” she said.

      On Sixty’s shoulders Carl made a sound like a sigh, and the walls retreated, as though Sundancer was releasing a breath.

      Volka hopped back down to the floor, nudging the robots back with her foot.

      Chin dropping, eyes scanning nothing, Sixty said, “Sundancer did it. She released the armor. To answer your original question, James, Sundancer holds air in her walls when she opens her hull in vacuum.”

      “Did she put on the armor?” James asked.

      “Not sure yet.” Sixty’s eyes glazed. “Volka, I’m transmitting what I’m seeing through external cameras to Bracelet.”

      Bracelet flared to life again, showing the chainmail hovering in the vacuum just below the ship. The empty armor hung in readiness. It looked like a metallic sweater with a zip front that had no hole for the head, and arms that had zippers down the back.

      “A zipper sweater is nearly what it is, Volka,” said Carl, evidently reading her mind. Creatures that “surfed the quantum wave” could do that.

      In the holo, Sundancer sunk into the chainmail, and Volka almost released a breath, but then the ship began to shake. Volka put her hand on the ship’s hull. “It’s all right. I know it feels odd. Wearing the envirosuit was odd, too. I couldn’t hear very well or smell at all, and it was like…like…being blind.”

      “I couldn’t even move in my suit,” Carl said, standing on Sixty’s shoulder, radiating empathy, a rather unusual emotion to feel from the cantankerous werfle.

      “That’s right!” Volka said, going with the feeling. “Bracelet, show Carl in his envirosuit please!”

      Bracelet’s scene switched to Carl in the envirosuit he’d worn on S33O4. James had called it a “sausage suit.” It had made Carl’s legs helpless little stumps, but it had protected him from the onslaught of Darkness-infected creatures, giving him a chance to set them on fire and explode their coronary arteries with his mind.

      Sundancer’s trembling stopped, and Sixty said, “Easing the armor around her. Snapping together…”

      The holo changed. Briefly it was like looking at a landscape of black scales. Sixty murmured, “Creating composite image…”

      And the holo changed to show Sundancer wearing the armor with only the tip of a wing exposed.

      “Fixing that wing,” Sixty said, eyes narrowing. Little bead-like drones detached from the armor and smoothed the material over the wingtip.

      Volka blinked. The armor smoothed out the organic indentations on Sundancer’s surface. Mounted on her wings were faux phaser cannons. Once Sundancer started accepting the armor regularly and putting it on properly, Fleet said they’d give her real cannons. At the moment, faux cannons or no, she looked like a very pretty, black fish. “You look beautiful, Sundancer,” Volka reassured the ship.

      “The material looks exactly like the material of the condom brand I use,” said Sixty.

      Volka’s mouth dropped open.

      He blinked at her. “Even though I can’t get sexually-transmitted diseases, if I’m in a group situation where I can’t wash up in between partners, condoms are useful.”

      “Did you have to put that image in my mind?” Carl declared. The werfle stared down at the holo, whiskers twitching. “Think of fish, Carl,” he muttered to himself.

      “Don’t think of fish,” said Sixty. “Think of the World Sphere, so we can drop off the ‘bots.”

      Their destination was the World Sphere, the remains of an ancient alien civilization destroyed by the Dark. The sphere was a ruin, larger than Earth or Luddeccea, and hollow. Instead of living on the outside, the aliens had lived on the sphere’s inner surface. According to Sixty, the structure had been a technological feat beyond even the abilities of the techno-savvy Galactic Republic. And yet, that ancient civilization had been conquered by the Dark. They needed to know how, and they needed to know if the aliens had discovered some way to defend themselves—even if that defense had come too late for the aliens, it might not be too late to save humankind. Volka felt a shiver, and then bit her lip and straightened her spine. Hopelessness was next to godlessness. She refused to believe this mission would fail.

      Carl sighed. “A werfle’s work is never done.” So saying, he settled back down onto Sixty’s shoulders, yawned, and closed his eyes. In the holo, Sundancer began to move through the stars. The ship could travel faster than light; but, when she did that with the armor on, the armor was left behind. The Galactic Fleet wasn’t about to lose a trillion-dollar prototype, so they’d traveled as close as they dared to the alien space ruins before donning the chainmail again.

      James’s voice crackled over Bracelet. “I’m waking the ‘bots.”

      Lights flickered, and at Volka’s feet a robotic voice piped up. “Are we there yet?” A moment later, Lishi2429, the origin of the voice, was hovering at Volka’s right shoulder. Lishi was about three quarters as tall as Volka’s torso. Made of a highly reflective chrome metal, he was shaped like a raindrop with a flattened bottom where hover bands were. Along his center there were sharp appendages. Some were pincer-like hands. Others were possibly soldering and welding tools. At the top of his raindrop body, there was a glass marble that was his eye. Through the eye Volka sometimes saw flickering lights. She had begun to associate the flickering lights with Lishi’s mood. Right now, they were yellow and flickering like mad. “Are we? Are we?”

      “No,” said James and Sixty in unison.

      Bouncing in the air, Lishi asked, “How much longer?”

      Stretching on Sixty’s shoulder, Carl said, “At current velocity, about thirty minutes.”

      Lishi’s sparkling yellow marble-eye dimmed. “Oh.”

      He swiveled in the air. Volka hadn’t noticed him having a front or back, but he did seem to be leaning toward her slightly. He swiveled again, leaning this time toward Sixty. His marble sparkled.

      Sixty blinked at him. “Why don’t you ask her yourself?”

      The marble went dark.

      “I don’t think that Volka is afraid of you,” Sixty said.

      The hovering robot swiveled in Volka’s direction and back to Sixty. Sixty narrowed his eyes at it.

      Volka’s ears flicked in irritation. It was obvious she was part of an ether conversation she couldn’t hear. “I’m not afraid of you, and it’s rude to talk about someone behind their back…or through the ether when they can’t listen in.”

      The marble-eye flushed pink, and Lishi swiveled back toward Volka. “I didn’t wish to offend. Far from it. It’s just…you are from Luddeccea and my current form…” Two thin metal arms with sharp pincers for fingers emerged from the raindrop. It gestured at its shape. “Even many Galacticans find me disquieting like this.” The pincers snapped open and closed. Lishi’s marble eye flushed pink again. “Someone at the space terminal said my hands look like they belong on an earwig.”

      Volka’s irritation melted. She had seen earwigs in a bathtub on Sixty and Carl’s asteroid—unwelcome settlers from Earth. The comparison, she noted, glancing at the pincers, was sadly apt. But Lishi wasn’t a bug. She tilted her head. True, he did look vaguely insectoid with his hard metal shell, but he had a mind that was human-like. Also, if he said he didn’t mean to offend, he probably meant it. Androids and robots could lie, but they seldom bothered. If they harbored disdain for humans, like the lawyer android Lauren G3, you could tell, usually within the first five minutes.

      “I don’t find you disquieting at all,” Volka said. “Your appearance is…” She studied him more. The reflection of the holo on her wrist was dancing along his surface. “Striking.” She smiled, imagining him hovering in the forest of the asteroid, reflecting the trees, artificial sunlight, and plexi-panel sky. “I’d love to paint you.”

      “Oh…Oh…” Lishi’s marble flushed a deeper shade of pink and he bounced in the air. “I would be so honored!”

      “You must come visit us when your mission is complete.” She tried to say it cheerfully, even though he was being dropped into enemy territory.

      The marble dimmed and then brightened. “I may be in a different body by then. Perhaps my old, human-shaped one. Not so shiny, but not as conspicuous either.” The marble flickered yellow in what she suspected was false cheer.

      Also, while he wasn’t lying…he was being extremely optimistic.

      Lishi and his other AI companions were voluntarily dropping into the World Sphere along with worker drones. Their goal was to explore the ruins, access any computer data they discovered, try to uncover and decipher the language the aliens used, and find out what happened to the aliens. The ‘bots would be in constant real-time contact with the Republic through their Q-comms. All their memories would be preserved on the servers that functioned as their minds aboard Time Gate 1…but they might not receive new Q-comm chips to communicate with said servers if they were destroyed, in which case they would never inhabit new bodies. They would exist neither alive nor dead, only in thoughts trapped in distant computers.

      His marble flickered orange, and he raised himself a few centis in the air. “Ahem…but what I wanted to speak to you about—before we were distracted by the superior aesthetics of this form—” He swiveled in the air.

      Volka grinned.

      Sixty snorted.

      Lishi continued, “—was life on modern Luddeccea. Android General 1—”

      Rolling his eyes, Sixty said, “That’s not my name.”

      James’s voice crackled over the speaker. “You did suggest this mission and recommended Lishi and his associates.”

      Lishi bounced in the air. “For which I will be forever grateful!” His body leaned toward Volka. “For once I am a history maker, not just a historian!” His marble winked yellow, and he pulled back. “However…I am very interested in modern Luddeccean culture. Android General 1’s expertise is in pre-Revelation Luddeccea,” he said, referring to when Luddeccea, Volka’s home planet, was part of the Republic over a century ago. It had broken away after Revelation, when machine sentience had been revealed.

      Sixty’s cheerful smile turned into a wicked smirk. “In particular, I am an expert in sexual deviancy among the fundamentalists of the pre-Revelation era. I helped EroHisto2242 write his paper on that very topic.”

      Static erupted from Lishi, and his eye flushed deep pink. “Not my specialty. Ahem…Volka, you are the preeminent authority on modern Luddeccea. And I would like to hear all about your experiences.”

      “Oh,” Volka said. Her ears went back in embarrassment. She had gotten used to being regarded as a “master painter” and even a cool head in a battle. But to be an expert on Luddeccean culture? “Weere aren’t really part of Luddeccean culture.” They were wolf-human hybrid refugees whom Luddeccean humans allowed to live on the planet in separate communities.

      Lishi twirled his body around. “A subculture! Even more rare and interesting!”

      Volka’s eyes went wide. They were flying on a sentient starship—she mentally sent out a nudge of love to Sundancer and received a rush of the same in reply—they’d discovered that werfles like Carl Sagan, cats—including big cats—and wolves, were sometimes inhabited by quantum-wave-surfing sentient beings, and they were facing off against the Dark, a mind and body-stealing, world-destroying enemy. Lishi himself was hovering in midair, as his friends would be too, as soon as they booted up. This was an interesting life. Her life on Luddeccea…not so much. She glanced at Sixty, expecting another snort—he knew how tedious her life had been—but instead of looking derisive, she found him giving her a bemused smile.

      She flushed but said, “Well, I’d be happy to help you. Ask me anything, and I’ll try to answer the best I can.” Remembering he was a Doctor of History and her manners, she added, “Dr. Lishi, sir.”

      She would try to help this brave little robot, though she couldn’t imagine how a super-advanced machine living in the Galactic Republic could find her former life interesting—or helpful. Her life had been very restricted as a weere; she had had little freedom and less education. The focus of her life had been very narrow. Had she been human and a Luddeccean lady, she could give the little robot so much more.
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            A Luddeccean Lady

          

          Planet Luddeccea: City of New Prime

        

      

    

    
      A bell jangled as the door slammed behind Alexis Darmadi. Her arm wrapped protectively around five-week old Markus, snug against her chest in his wrap, forgetting that he wouldn’t hear. For a moment, she froze in place, and then, realizing he wouldn’t wake, her eyes roved around the opulent foyer of the New Prime Historical Society. The floor was a beautifully detailed fresco of the Luddeccean dove. Dark wood paneled the walls, and a painting on the ceiling depicted the battle of Time Gate 8.

      There was a man sitting behind a single heavy desk with brass ptery claw legs. Smiling genially, he stood and said, “Ma’am, this is not a place for ladies. Perhaps you have gotten lost?”

      “No, actually, I’m here to buy a book,” Alexis replied.

      The man’s expression soured.

      “I’ve heard you sell it,” she pressed, though peering through the double doors leading from the foyer she saw no books, only a sunbeam speckled with dust. But she smelled more wood, coffee, and pipe smoke, and got the impression of authority and knowledge. Forbidden things for her.

      Coming around the desk, the man said, “We don’t sell romances or…” His eyes fell on Markus and softened. “Child-rearing manuals.”

      He was a lowly clerk, but his words put in Alexis’s mind her own father’s words, “That’s not a book for ladies.” How many times had he said that? How many times had he chuckled as he pulled a book from her fingers?

      The clerk continued, “But I’d be happy to direct you to—”

      Straightening her spine, Alexis lifted her head and lied. “I’m here on behalf of my husband.”

      “Your husband?” The man smiled in a way that didn’t reach his eyes.

      “My husband,” Alexis said, keeping her voice level, even though inside she burned. “Captain Alaric Darmadi.”

      The man’s jaw went slack. Mentioning Alaric’s name often brought on that expression. Her mother’s voice rang in her ears. A woman’s influence is only as great as her husband’s. The clerk’s mouth snapped shut, and his eyes roved from her head to her toes. She was dressed the part of an officer’s wife and then some—her own mother couldn’t have found a flaw. Even Markus’s sling was fine. The navy-blue silk was embroidered with gold. Still, maybe it wouldn’t be completely out of line for him to worry that she might be lying…she was lying about her purpose, after all. Pulling a slender silver card case from the pocket of her dress, she said, “I can show you my identification, if you wish.” She tried to keep her annoyance out of her voice. She hated this charade.

      An older man with a thick paunch and long silver mustache entered the foyer from the room beyond. “Croft, what’s going on?” he asked.

      “Ahhh…” replied Croft, eyes getting larger as he spied Alaric’s name and picture next to Alexis’s on her identification card.

      The older man addressed Alexis sternly. “I am sorry, ma’am, but this isn’t a place for—”

      Frantically tapping Alexis’s ID, Croft interrupted him. “Ahhhh…”

      Glancing down, the older man blinked and pressed a pair of spectacles to his nose.

      “I want to get him a book,” Alexis lied. “A particular book I was told you might have. He deserves a good book to read while protecting us from invaders. Would you really keep me from getting it for him?”

      Drawing himself up, the older man said, “I suppose, in the circumstances, I could go check to see if we have the book in question.”

      The door opened behind Alexis, and four young men in university student uniforms came in. The bell jangled, the door slammed, and their footsteps and voices were thunderous in the relative hush.

      The older man continued. “If you just wait here a moment, Mrs. Darmadi—”

      “Darmadi?” said one of the new entrants.

      “Darmadi?” said another. “Is he here?”

      “I want to meet him! I heard he was in seminary before he became Captain.” Their movements became animated; one of them ran from the foyer and into the forbidden space beyond. Markus was deaf; but perhaps he could feel the vibrations in the floor, because he began to fuss and stir.

      “I’m going to tell the others!” said another young man, heading back out the door. Again, the bell jangled, and the door slammed. Markus bleated, and Alexis turned to the older man. “Please, I don’t want him to wake.”

      The door opened again but didn’t shut this time. “Hey, mates, Captain Darmadi is at the Historical Society!” a young man exclaimed, waving his arm for an unseen number of companions to enter.

      Markus bleated again, and Alexis bounced on her heels to soothe him. Markus’s delivery had been rough, and the motion sent a zing of pain from the stitches she’d received and threatened to empty her bladder.

      Sighing, the old man beckoned to her. “Come with me.” She followed him gratefully out of the foyer, into the space beyond and found herself in a central sitting area. There was a lush green carpet on the floor and large leather upholstered chairs, some clustered around small tables. Behind each chair was a tall reading light, though at the moment the room was lit by skylights. The sitting area was surrounded by bookshelves higher than her head, and above those shelves was a balcony laden with more books.

      “Now what is it you’re looking for?” the old man asked.

      Catching herself gaping, she affected a bland, bored tone. “It’s an old Earth text: On the Origins of War and the Preservation of Peace by Donald Kagan.”

      The old man grunted. “That’s a man’s book alright,” he replied and gestured for her to follow him through the sitting area. As she walked by, some of the gentlemen glanced up from their reading. She saw one of them had a Libertarian Times—the newspaper of the fourth planet in the system—another the Atlantia Dispatch, from the colony on the moon around one of the gas giants. A tiny byline caught her eye on the Dispatch. “Colonel Laou Reaches LO8M44. Becomes New Fargo’s Head of Base.” Her lips turned down at her father’s name and his recent reassignment. The forty-fourth moon of the eighth planet in the Luddeccean System was not where a Guardsman ended a distinguished career. It was a demotion in all but name. Her father claimed the new chancellor backed by Archbishop Sato was paranoid. Alexis had her own ideas about it. She patted Markus on the back.

      “We should have a copy,” her guide continued, leading her into an aisle between the shelves. Alexis noted the bronze plates at the end of each shelf declaring its contents.

      Her guide harrumphed. “You’re the first woman to ever be in the Society’s stacks.”

      “I’m sure my husband will appreciate you helping me,” she lied. “May I tell him your name?”

      At that, the man visibly straightened. “Oh, Berger. Professor John Berger. I used to teach at the seminary, you know…before your husband went to school there…” He droned on, and Alexis smiled placatingly until he stopped at the end of a shelf with a bronze plaque declaring it the repository of books of Ancient Earth History.

      Scratching his head, Professor Berger peered between a gap in the tomes and said, “Well, it’s gone. Someone else must have purchased it.”

      Alexis’s shoulders fell.

      Tugging at his mustache, Berger said, “It is a classic. We always carry it. Hold on a minute. Let me go see if the replacement is in.” He waddled off and Alexis’s gaze roved the shelves. She was sure if someone had looked at her at that moment, they’d see her eyes glowing demonically. So many books, all of exactly the sort she wasn’t supposed to read! Just on a whim she peered into the spot where On the Origins of War was supposed to have been and blinked. There was a book shoved behind the others. The edges of its pages were just barely visible. Maneuvering so she wouldn’t have to reach over Markus’s head and wake him, she slipped her arm between the tomes and managed to grasp the book in the back and wiggle it out. It popped from its prison in a cloud of dust that she waved away and blew off of Markus’s cap. He didn’t stir. She kissed his head in gratitude, and then studied the book she’d liberated. She had to wipe off more dust to read the title. When she did, she frowned. Wild Swans. It sounded like a romance. She hated romances. They were unrealistic and that made them depressing. Still…she opened it and read the full title. Wild Swans: Three Daughters of China. Not a romance? That was more promising. Flipping to the copyright page, she was surprised to see it had been printed before Revelation. Her breath caught. How extraordinary. Now she had to have it.

      “I won’t be bored while you’re eating anymore,” she whispered to Markus. He did like to take his time, and he took his time often.

      “I’m afraid we don’t have another copy,” Professor Berger declared.

      She jumped at his voice, and her lips pinched.

      “I can order it for you,” he said.

      “Thank you. I would appreciate it.” She held up the book she’d just discovered. “In the meantime, I’ll take this one—”

      Berger’s eyes dropped to the book and narrowed.

      “For my husband, the captain, of course,” Alexis lied smoothly.

      “How did that wander out of our ornithology section, I wonder,” he muttered.

      Alexis did not laugh at the fact that he presumed the book was about birds. Nor did she correct him. Men didn’t want to know when you caught them making a mistake. Instead, she gave him a practiced, bland smile.

      Behind her, from the main sitting area, a young man said, “Brian, the woman you called a juicy xerfruit was Captain Darmadi’s wife!”

      Alexis’s face flushed. She was approaching twenty-seven, and after her most recent delivery she had nearly seven kilos to lose still, though the sling hid it well. Her pelvic muscles had been damaged. With too much jostling, she’d wet herself, though that was hidden by post-maternity undergarments. She should be grateful they were attracted to her, but the attention just made her uncomfortable. She shifted on her feet.

      “It’s been nice knowing you, man,” said another too-loud young man.

      Her cheeks burned hotter. It was highly unlikely that Alaric would acknowledge the comment if he heard—or even care.

      “This is why women are not allowed here,” Berger hissed in a way that suggested the boys’ unruliness was her fault.

      She gave him the practiced, bland smile again.

      Turning on his heel, he said, “Let’s go this way. We can avoid them,” and proceeded to lead her deeper into the shelves. They hadn’t gone four paces when Alexis spied ancient trains on the cover of a book. The title, An Illustrated Guide to Steam and Diesel Trains of Old Earth, caught her attention. Her breath caught and she stopped. Pulling it from the shelf, she exclaimed, “My five- and three-year-old would love this!”

      “Mmmm…” said Berger. “I suppose they’d enjoy the pictures.”

      Flipping through the pages, Alexis noted the captions beneath the sharp color illustrations and grainy black and white photos. She murmured absently, “The older one can handle this reading level.” Both her boys were quite clever, and though she was careful not to tell them so, she was immensely and irrationally proud of them for it.

      Berger chuckled. “Well, I guess with their father I shouldn’t be surprised.”

      Alexis’s smile dissolved. Of course, their mother’s intelligence and care wouldn’t be considered relevant. No one cares about a girl’s cleverness, her mother had assured her.

      “I’ll take this one, too,” she said, trying to fill her mind with thoughts of nothing.

      A few minutes later, after giving Berger instructions on where to send her book and making sure it would be addressed to her so it would be a “surprise,” she was out in the New Prime sunshine. Summer was on its way, but it wasn’t too hot yet. Markus was still asleep, her other two boys were still at school, and her husband was off world. Her time was hers. Walking down the street, she was enjoying the day when a group of ladies from church came out of a shop not three meters in front of her and stopped to look at something on a light pole. Not in the mood to make polite conversation, she almost ducked into a shop, but one of them caught her eye, smiled, and waved.

      Raising her chin and smiling, Alexis marched into battle. And then she saw what they were looking at. It was a poster depicting weere males in the uniform of the Luddeccean Guard. Emblazoned across the top were the words, For Family. For Honor. For God. Join the Weere Guard! At the bottom was an address for a recruiting center.

      Lip curling in distaste, one of the older women in the group said, “My maid’s son has joined, and she has become so uppity of late.”

      Claire, the woman who had waved to Alexis, said, “I know, my gardener enlisted and now I have to find a new one. Such a pain.” She rolled her eyes toward Alexis and asked, “Alexis, does your husband think the Weere Guard is really necessary?”

      All eyes in the group shot to her. There were murmurs of, “Alexis!” and, “Oh, is that Little Markus? I heard he is deaf, such a shame!”

      Alexis stiffened and she silently vowed, Markus, you will defy every expectation, I promise you.

      “But he is beautiful,” said Amanda, one of the few of the women Alexis actually liked.

      “Well?” Claire pushed. “Is it really necessary, Alexis?”

      Claire was nearly as tall as Alexis and whip slender, as Alexis had once been. She was married to the cousin of Alaric’s second in command, Commander Ran. How much did she know about Alaric’s mission in System 33? Did she know the “Luddeccean weere” his ship had rescued was Alaric’s own weere-whore?

      “My husband says they are necessary,” Alexis said, keeping her voice emotionless.

      “Well, I guess he would,” said Claire.

      Amanda inhaled sharply.

      Someone tittered.

      Oh, yes, Claire knew. They all knew. Alexis lifted her chin. On the street, a bus emblazoned with the emblem for the Luddeccean Guard drove by. It was loaded with human recruits. The whole planet—not just weere—was mobilizing for war. The boys whistled and hollered at the women as they drove by, and the women tittered more. Alexis kept her gaze on a point just above Claire’s eyebrows.

      Holly Nilsson, a woman in her fifties married to Rear Admiral Nilsson, stepped from the back of the group, drawing everyone’s attention. Holly was short, neither thick nor thin, with neat gray hair, timeless attire, and remarkably well-preserved features. Casting a glare at Claire, she said, “I’m sure what Claire meant to say is that Captain Darmadi would know.”

      All tittering stopped. A few eyes suddenly looked at the pavement. Alexis marveled at how with a few words the older woman had put all the younger women in line. She marveled at Holly’s poise. Alexis faked confidence—Holly’s seemed real. But then, she’d seen Holly in the presence of her husband. They seemed genuinely happy in each other’s company. And Alexis had seen her in the presence of her children. They seemed to like her. With such love to go home to, how could Holly not be confident? This group of women were just a fleeting gaggle in comparison.

      Holly’s eyes met Alexis’s and she said more gently, “My husband says our new enemy is everything we are told.”

      Alexis remembered Alaric sitting at the table in his uncle’s home, an unnoticed cup of steaming coffee in front of him, head in his hands just after he’d returned from the battle in System 33. “So,” his uncle had asked him, “is the Darkness just another story concocted to keep us in line, or is it as bad as they say?”

      Alexis hadn’t been shocked by the first part of the question. Her mother had long declared the Luddeccean religion’s commandments against machines and technology to be “a way to keep the dumb rabble under control with fear.” Alexis had wondered if the new enemy was just another useful diversion.

      The day was hot and sunny but remembering Alaric’s answer chilled her to the bone. Alaric was unfaithful…but he wasn’t frivolous in other ways. As a commander of men, he was everything he was rumored to be. Alexis found his words whispering from her lips like a frigid breeze she couldn’t control. “My husband says the Dark is much worse than anything and everything we’ve ever been told.”
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      6T9 watched Volka’s ears as she listened to Lishi’s questions—full forward, curious.

      As Volka answered, her ears curled back submissively—or, he supposed, respectfully. “I’m not entirely sure if my Luddeccean toothpaste was made of sodium hydrogen carbonate, sir.”

      6T9 marveled at how calm Volka could be as they headed back to the World Sphere. It was one of many worlds Sundancer had shown them that had been destroyed by the Dark. The Dark had been to the Sphere, was likely still there in the frozen lakes of the inside-out-world. When James had asked for help delivering the away team to the Sphere, Volka hadn’t hesitated a millisecond. 6T9 wished she didn’t have to be here, for her death could be final, and enslavement by the Dark would be worse than final. His jaw ground.

      “It’s more commonly called bicarbonate of soda,” Lishi said.

      “I’m still not sure, but the tube did say it had fluoride in it,” Volka replied.

      6T9 also marveled at her patience and kindness while answering such detailed queries about minutiae for Lishi. When Sixty had met Volka, she’d been a product of her Luddeccean upbringing. She believed that sentient machines stole human minds and had enslaved every human in the Republic, as though machines could do that. AI were vastly outnumbered by humans. The only reason they’d been given equal legal protections was because some AI—the enormous time gates that ferried data and ships between the stars—were of strategic importance. He frowned. The Luddecceans had recently created faster-than-light ships. The Republic’s faster-than-light ships were in development. When the gates weren’t needed, would his kind still be tolerated? He shook his head. With the emergence of the Dark, an enemy that really did kill and enslave, how could AI not be seen as allies? Machines were immune to the Dark. One of the reasons 6T9 had suggested Lishi’s team lead it was to prove that AI could be indispensable in the fight.

      Volka tilted her head at a question regarding the materials her toothbrush was made of. “I’m not sure of the bristles, but the handle was made from bornut wood, sir.”

      6T9 caught on the word, “sir.” His circuits sparked. Volka wouldn’t care one way or another if machines were indispensable. She’d thought he was akin to a demon when she’d met him, but as she’d discovered he had feelings, it was as though a switch had flipped. She accepted him, and all machines—even vaguely insect-like ones like Lishi, and Bracelet who wasn’t even an AI—as beings worthy of personhood. She’d totally missed out on the subtle in-between position of machines being not evil but less than human.

      “Please don’t call me ‘sir.’ Just Lishi will do,” Lishi protested. “Now about your sink—”

      6T9’s chronometer chimed. They had seven minutes before they reached their destination. If he had a heart, he was sure it would be pounding. As it was, there was the prickle of static under his skin, and his Q-comm was unhelpfully calculating the odds that there might be an encounter with the Dark this trip.

      James’s voice played in his mind. “Sixty, we better move the pod onto the bridge now.”

      “Right,” he said. He placed his hand where the wall opened and said, “Open,” and visualized it in his mind. Nothing happened. He wasn’t an organic life-form. His desires were invisible to the ship.

      “Carl, can you visualize this door and the one to the capsule’s compartment opening?” he asked.

      “On it,” said the werfle. An iris opening appeared before 6T9, and across the hall, another compartment opened. In it was a power capsule—a generator half a meter high and currently half a meter long. With a thought, 6T9 activated its hover coils, lifted it into the air, and directed it down the hall to the bridge. There he commanded it to extend to its full length. When it reached its full three meters, docking stations appeared in its shell at regular intervals. He double checked the capsule’s logs. The latest scans showed the capsule’s internal fission sphere to be fully operational.

      6T9 called aloud—for Volka—and over the ether for the ‘bots and drones. “Prepare for arrival.”

      “It’s been so nice meeting you, Volka,” Lishi said, hovering out into the hallway.

      Following him, Volka replied, “You too, Lishi. I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you more about Luddeccean soap.”

      Zipping past 6T9’s shoulder, Lishi connected to one of the docking stations on the capsule. “Electricity…sigh…Not as much variety as food,” he grumbled. “But it will keep me functional.”

      Not all androids and ‘bots enjoyed food, but Sixty had met Lishi and his team when they’d all had human bodies and had been out eating and drinking. They were all interested in human history in one form or another, and they had assumed the bodies and habits of the beings that fascinated them. The night he’d met them, they’d been at a bar because Lishi had broken up with his human girlfriend, and humans went out drinking at bars with friends after a breakup. Not that the machines could get drunk in ‘bot or android form. Like many activities adopted from a foreign culture, the machines had taken up the superficial trappings but missed the deeper significance of the ritual. Also, 6T9 hadn’t been able to convince Lishi that night that post-breakup revenge sex was a very human tradition.

      Behind him, another member of Lishi’s team said, “Beep, beep,” and Sixty pressed himself against the wall. A trio of AI zipped by in metal forms almost identical to Lishi’s. JackHAMR came last. He was nearly as tall as 6T9’s torso, boxy shaped, and had a large jackhammer appendage. Swiveling midair just before docking, he said, “Hey, Sixty, still find me sexy?”

      Jack in human form had been “pitch hitter” for Lishi’s revenge sex. Before Jack had gotten his Q-comm, his subsequent interest in archeology, and a human body, he’d been a demolition ‘bot on a road crew. Some of his original programming had carried through to his human form. It had been a good night.

      “Always, Jack,” Sixty lied cheerfully.

      The ‘bots who’d worn human forms not long ago laughed as they docked themselves to the capsule. They’d all voluntarily had their precious Q-comm chips plugged into these insect-like bodies when they’d agreed to go on this mission.

      If these new bodies were destroyed, their Q-comms would be lost. The time gates would decide whether they would receive replacement Q-comms. The gates existed in non-human form—would they understand what a sacrifice it was for these AI to give theirs up? Sixty’s hands curled at his side. He’d make sure they did. Somehow.

      Volka and James padded up beside 6T9. He was still streaming the scene outside the ship to Bracelet, and Volka was holding her wrist aloft. At sight of the scene outside, the faint whizzing chuckles of the AI stopped. In the holo display were the hulking shadows of ancient alien ships that presumably had once guarded the sphere. Looming beyond them was the sphere itself. Made of dull, dark metal pockmarked by a million years’ worth of asteroid and space debris impacts, it had exploded inward at one point, leaving a gaping maw. From the maw came the orange-red glow of the sphere’s artificial sun.

      Lishi whispered, “It brings to my circuits Bosch’s painting of Hell.”

      The ship glided into the maw, and although Sixty had told them what to expect, they gasped. On the inside of the sphere were the frozen remains of buildings, forests, lakes, and rivers. All were frosted over. But worse were the floating, distorted cadavers of the hominids that had inhabited the sphere. Their heads were crowned with what looked like delicate flowing feathers. Their faces were bluish, with dark stains beneath their frosted skin. Their expressions were frozen in terror.

      The ‘bot exploratory team went silent. There were, in the giant internal world, perhaps millions of bodies. 6T9 swallowed. Presumably, millions more had been sucked out into the vacuum with the breach. These were probably those who’d been in buildings at the time of the rupture. Over millennia, their shelters had broken down and they’d drifted out. Their bodies all seemed to be on slow collision courses with the central sphere of molten material that had played the part of the world’s sun. Before his eyes, a body touched its surface and was sucked in in a brief burst of flame.

      “Oh,” said Lishi.

      Silence stretched too long, and then James, all business, said, “We should drop you off at one of the larger buildings. You can anchor the pod there and set up your base of operations.”

      “I’ll picture the largest in my mind for Sundancer,” said Carl.

      “Of course,” said Lishi. “Come team, spark up! Our human peers on Earth would die to have this opportunity.”

      “Considering the pathogen probably persists here, they would die,” James said dryly.

      After an awkward 6.3 seconds, Jack rumbled, “Let’s make sure Earth isn’t next.”

      In the holo above Bracelet, a building with a helical shape came into view. 6T9 counted the outlines of twenty stories, each with its own wide balcony. The building’s shape would have provided each balcony with exposure to the central magma sphere. Had the balconies been gardens once? There were no remnants of vegetation, but the force of the rupture in the sphere and loss of gravity would have sucked away anything not anchored.

      “That looks good,” Jack said. “You can drop us off there.”

      James said to Volka, Carl, and 6T9, “Let’s get in one of the aft compartments so the bridge can be depressurized.”

      6T9 hesitated, as did Volka.

      “Godspeed to you all,” Volka said to the ‘bots.

      “Godspeed” was as illogical as wishing someone luck. But 6T9 had come to realize that even though wishes didn’t rearrange the random factors of the universe, humans did appreciate the sentiment. “Good luck,” “Godspeed,” and the like were just ways of saying, “I hope you don’t die, and I can appreciate your company again.” Humans did die sometimes and were gone forever. His hand slid over the packet of his lover’s ashes in his coat, and then he froze. Some ‘bots didn’t understand the intent behind illogical wishes. His circuits dimmed, expecting a negative response from the AI team.

      Instead, they lit up like Christmas trees, and Lishi said, “Thank you, Miss Volka. I am honored to have such well wishes. I hope we can resume our conversation about Luddeccea on my return.”

      6T9’s own circuits lit so fiercely it took him by surprise.

      Volka ducked her head and bowed slightly. “Until we meet again, then.”

      “Bye, Volka!” said the ‘bots, waving pincers, soldering irons, and jackhammer appendages. “Goodbye, Carl Sagan, Android General 1, and James.”

      James was silent. Jack exclaimed, “James, you’d be more attractive if you smiled once in a while!” and all the other AI buzzed with laughter.

      James rolled his eyes, and to Volka, Carl, and 6T9, he said, “Come on, let’s move.”

      6T9 followed James to the point in the wall where the largest of the aft compartments was. Carl’s whiskers tickled 6T9’s cheek, and an iris opening appeared. James stepped through without a backward glance. Volka stepped through with a last wave at the ‘bots. 6T9 looked back, and all of the ‘bots gave him a salute. Over the ether, they said, “It’s an honor serving under you, General.”

      Playing along with their teasing, 6T9 gave them his best “dom” glare and a salute. The last thing he saw before stepping into the chamber was the ‘bots lighting up like Christmas trees again.

      The iris closed behind him, and he connected with the external drones that clung to Sundancer’s armor. They pulled back the armor from Sundancer’s keel beneath the bridge. The walls contracted, but this cabin was sadly too large to crush Volka, James, and 6T9 together. A moment later, in the holo hovering above Bracelet, the capsule, loaded with the AI and their drones, shot into the void. The capsule’s course adjusted, and it navigated down to the helical building’s top balcony.

      And then 6T9’s vision went black, and a familiar voice rumbled in his mind and through Bracelet. “Well done, James, Carl, Volka, and General.”

      “Time Gate 1, sir!” Volka exclaimed.

      Carl Sagan hissed.

      “You said it, Carl,” James grumbled. “What do you want, 1?”

      “Heya, Daddy 1. What’s up?” 6T9 said, determined not to be awed or angry.

      Time Gate 1 chuckled, and then his voice rumbled. “I have created a shared server for all data from the World Sphere. Here is the code you need to access it.”

      Numbers and symbols flew before 6T9’s eyes. Subroutines in his local hardware activated and committed it to memory. In 6T9’s visual apparatus, the bleak interior of a dark building lit by harsh LED spotlights appeared—real-time visual data from the exploration team. The lights illuminated what looked like a barren warehouse. Gray walls and gray floors with the orange light of the magma sphere the only color.

      “It’s very exciting,” Time Gate 1 said.

      “It’s depressing,” said 6T9. In the battle of System 33, the humans that had become infected by the Dark had told 6T9 and Volka that sex was disgusting. Some of the cadavers floating outside the window were child-like but did not look like clones of the larger individuals. The aliens that had lived here probably had some sort of sexual reproduction, and 6T9’s circuits dimmed with the knowledge he’d never be able to experience it with them.

      “This is a monumental achievement,” Time Gate 1 said. “You’ll be able to connect whenever you like to the team. Volka, you can too whenever you have an ethernet connection, just ask Bracelet.”

      “Thank you, sir,” said Volka.

      “I’m giving you your servers back now, James and 6T9,” Time Gate 1 said. A moment later 6T9’s visual apparatus was working again.

      James grumbled, “I hate it when he does that...Let’s get out of here. The away team is established.”

      “No need to tell me twice,” said Carl, stretching on 6T9’s shoulder. The tiny creature shivered. “I don’t like it here.”

      The holo above Bracelet shifted as Sundancer navigated toward the ragged opening in the World Sphere. The ship inched through the alien graveyard, avoiding the bodies. It was dangerous, Lishi had told 6T9 at the start of this mission, to ascribe android reactions to humans—their closest relatives by design—much less to sentient spaceships or extinct alien species. But 6T9 found himself thinking the ship’s delicate maneuvers around the bodies had to be respect for the dead. It seemed a dance too restrained to be mere fear of contamination. He touched the ashes of Eliza, his deceased lover, in the inside pocket of his coat, remembering how gently he’d folded her hands across her chest after her death, even knowing logically she wouldn’t care or notice.

      A sigh from Volka pulled 6T9 from his circuit-darkening thoughts.

      “I liked the robots,” Volka said, and his circuits lit pleasantly as she continued. “They were…friendly. I hate to leave them here.” Her shoulders fell. “But this is more important than Luddeccean toothpaste…I’m the worst person to talk to about my home planet. I’m a weere and a woman; on my home-world, I was no one.”

      Had Lishi’s very ‘bot-like focus on the tiniest minutiae made Volka think that was all she had to recount? 6T9 would make Lishi ask her some bigger questions about weere-human relations. His Q-comm sparked, and his circuitry dimmed once more. The question of weere-human relations might make her think of Captain Alaric Darmadi, her ostensibly former lover. Maybe discussions of hygiene supplies were safer for her emotional well-being?

      Before 6T9’s Q-comm could set to processing that possibility, Carl shivered violently and said, “I feel it.”

      6T9’s Q-comm fired with 99.99% certainty of what “it” Carl referred to. His synth muscles drew on his power reserves, and sparks ran along his spine, preparing his body to protect Carl and Volka.

      Volka’s eyes went wide, and she confirmed what 6T9’s Q-comm had already inferred.

      “The Dark. It’s here.”
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      Sundancer must have felt the presence of the Dark—she was a more powerful telepath than Volka, or even Carl Sagan. But the ship did not hurry to leave the graveyard. For long minutes they slowly slipped toward open space. All the while a chill gripped Volka, and a dread worse than she’d felt flying through the floating alien cemetery. For a moment that seemed to last a lifetime, her mind was filled with memories from the battle in System 33 again—the animals the Dark had infected that had mindlessly thrown themselves to their deaths, and the humans it had seized control of and enslaved. Swallowing, she remembered the infected researcher from Time Gate 33 speaking for the Dark, promising to bring them “peace” and wondering why “they” always resisted. She held back the bile that threatened to rise. The Dark always made her want to throw up.

      “Ugh. You and me too, Volka,” Carl muttered.

      Putting a hand to her mouth, Volka watched the scene unfolding outside in Bracelet’s holo. At last, they exited the World Sphere. She expected confrontation—drones like they’d seen in one dead system—or comets filled with Dark-bearing ice. But she saw only the derelict ships. And then, flying among them, she saw what looked like a shooting star.

      James said, “Excellent, we finally have visuals.”

      “We have very different ideas of excellent, James,” Carl grumbled.

      “We need to know more about our enemy,” James replied, frowning at the holo.

      “Magnify, Bracelet,” Sixty ordered, his tone in what Volka often thought of as his Android General 1 voice.

      A heartbeat later, the “shooting star” became the size of Volka’s head in Bracelet’s projection. She blinked. “It is a drone.” A bright thruster was propelling a dark, pockmarked metal sphere. Traveling roughly parallel to Sundancer, every now and then it disappeared behind a piece of space debris. Her ears pricked. “I don’t think it sees us.” It was a feeling, not a knowing, but Carl squeaked. “No, it hasn’t.”

      Lifting a paw as though reaching out to touch the drone, the werfle declared, “It’s mechanical more than biological. I can’t read the thoughts...or operating programs...of machines. But there is darkness in it…” His whiskers twitched. “There is water within the drone, and the water holds the Dark…and it isn’t aware we are here.”

      “Well, that’s very interesting,” said Sixty, Android General 1 voice gone. “I’ve seen enough. Let’s go.”

      James’s blue irises practically glowed in the holo light. “If it hasn’t seen us, it is an opportunity for investigation.”

      He sounded very much the robot he was, and Volka shuddered. Putting a hand on Volka’s shoulder—had he noticed the shudder?—Sixty growled. “Our drones with the away team will investigate. That was the plan and—”

      “Uh, oh,” said Carl.

      In the holo, the shooting star veered toward Sundancer.

      Volka had another feeling. “We’ve been seen.”

      Sixty asked her, “Does Sundancer know?”

      Before he’d even finished the question, more drones appeared from the wreckage and streaked toward them.

      James’s brow furrowed. “Last time we were near the World Sphere, we didn’t encounter drones.”

      “There could be a thousand reasons for that,” Sixty countered. “Maybe we triggered something when we dropped off the away team. Sundancer was asleep for a million years. Maybe the organisms inside the drones were asleep, and we woke them up. They’d had to have been sleeping—there isn’t much to do out here in the middle of nowhere—their choices were probably to hibernate or be bored to death. Although, for creatures that don’t sexually reproduce and probably live off heat or sunlight, being bored is probably not a problem—”

      Normally, Volka found Sixty’s “data dumps” vaguely amusing, but at the moment…She put her hand on top of the one he had on her shoulder. “Sixty, they’re gaining on us.” In the holo, the drones were streaking closer. Her heart rate was oddly calm…though her mind whirled. If they were caught out here, it was a death sentence for Sundancer and her. For James, Sixty, and Carl, it would be an inconvenience.

      “Rusty bolts,” Sixty muttered. “James, we have to leave.”

      “Yes, now,” Carl affirmed. “If Sundancer transports us at faster-than-light speeds, she can escape.”

      “That means leaving the armor behind,” James replied. “We should at least let the drones collide with the ship to see if it works.”

      Volka froze. She’d wanted the armor on for just in case—not to deliberately test it. Sixty asked the obvious question. “What if it doesn’t work?”

      “We call the Luddecceans,” James answered. “We have an understanding of cooperation. Our intelligence says that the Merkabah is currently patrolling System 33. It will be here in seconds if we send a distress call via Q-comm.”

      Volka’s ears perked, and then curled. The Merkabah was the ship of Captain Alaric Darmadi of the Luddeccean Guard, Volka’s former lover. It was the only other faster-than-light ship in the galaxy…and it would be here if they called for help. Alaric supported the Luddeccean-Galactic Republic alliance. He would rescue them…for the alliance.

      “That was your plan if we ran into trouble out here and our armor failed?” Carl snapped.

      James met Carl’s eyes. “Yes.” His shoulders fell. “Carl, I’m not saying I like the plan, or that it is without risk, but we need to know if the armor is effective.”

      “Did you discuss this plan with the Luddecceans?” Carl demanded. Still on Sixty’s shoulder, rising to his back four paw pairs, he glared at James, whiskers twitching.

      Drones filled with water or ice that presumably could infect Sundancer as they had in System 33 streaked toward them. Sixty stepped toward James. “Maybe we shouldn’t argue about this right now—”

      Sidestepping Sixty, focus on Carl, James replied, “No, we didn’t tell them we were coming here. Republic Intelligence didn’t want to tip them off to the existence of the World Sphere unless it was absolutely necessary.”

      Volka’s mouth dropped open in shock. She felt her pulse beating in her neck, that revelation more frightening than the Dark. That was how cooperation was working between Luddecceans and the Galactic Republic? Her nails bit into her palm. How could they possibly prevail if they weren’t united? Carl began squeaking what sounded suspiciously like swear-words. He shook six tiny fists at James.

      They had only minutes before impact; they had to decide now whether to stay and test the armor or abandon it and leave.

      James frowned at the werfle. “I don’t understand what you’re saying.”

      “He’s calling you an idiot,” Sixty said.

      “Among other things.” Carl sniffed.

      James’s teeth ground. “It wasn’t my decision.”

      Volka’s eyes dropped to the holo and went wide. Although she had felt no change in momentum, Sundancer had changed direction and was now on a collision course with the largest of the derelict ships. In the holo, it looked like one of the blimps that flew above Luddeccea, but portions of its side were pitted and bent as though squeezed by a giant hand. In other places
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