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      At the edge of the galaxy, a Galactic Republic research station has gone dark…

      Volka, 6T9, and Carl Sagan are called to help in the rescue mission … A mission that triggers telepathic nightmares in their starship so terrifying battle hardened Galactic Marines breakdown and weep.

      They’re about to discover some nightmares are real.

      The Darkness is Rising.
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      Besides reading and buying my books, and giving me words of encouragement, you, my fans, have also shared them with your friends and family, in person, on Facebook and Twitter, and GoodReads. I couldn’t keep doing this without you.

      Thank you for hanging around to read my daydreams!
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            Luddeccea: Fallout

          

        

      

    

    
      Alaric gripped the bars of the cell window and pulled himself up so his chin was above the sill. The smoke billowing above New Prime’s prison bit into his lungs and stung his eyes.

      The penitentiary sat on a hill to the west of No Weere, the ironic name of the weere settlement. Weere were wolf-human hybrids, and he remembered his mother explaining, “It’s no weere a good man wants to be.” Weere and humans weren’t supposed to mix, and the weere’s animal natures and appearance were openly and frequently derided. Of course, they did mix. He remembered his fellow cadets in Guard training laughing while heading to “weere houses” exclaiming, “It’s exactly weere we want to be.”

      The smoke had been in the air since his return from his ill-fated mission to Libertas sixty-three days ago. He’d exited his ship, smelled the acrid scent, and noticed the black, curling trails just above the horizon. A moment later, four members of Luddeccea’s Local Security had stepped up to him and said, “Sir, you’re under arrest by orders of the Council.” They hadn't mentioned the charges.

      At first, the smoke had come from No Weere. There had been riots there when he’d been incarcerated. Cut off from the papers and radio, he didn’t know what set them off, but he’d watched weere and Prime security forces clashing in the street. Weere had thrown rocks and Molotov cocktails, but Luddeccean Security had shot phasers. The weere had fallen like toy soldiers, and then fires had consumed huge swathes of the settlement before the tail end of the rainy season showers had extinguished them.

      The smoke had returned after the rains, but now it came from the west. Whether it came from New Prime, or from the prison itself, he couldn’t say.

      Beyond the half-burnt remains of No Weere was the jungle basin of the exclusion zone. Once it had been Prime, the old capital of Luddeccea. There’d been a spaceport there directly beneath Time Gate 8. The time gate had provided faster-than-light travel to any other gated port in the Galactic Republic. But then had come Revelation, when it had been discovered that the giant computers within the time gates were self-aware. Unprovoked, Time Gate 8 had dropped fission bombs and chemical weapons on the city of Prime. After over a century of cleanup, fallout still lingered. Even from a distance, the trees and vegetation looked mutated and wrong. The basin was alarmingly green; the tree limbs were too large and excessively twisted. Fruit grew in the exclusion zone to enormous sizes but was inedible. Volka, his uncle’s maid and Alaric’s…well, his weere…had brought him back a bornut that she’d found near the zone’s edge. Normally the size and shape of a thumb, it had been as large as his clenched fist and shaped like a deflated balloon.

      He remembered Volka’s wolf-like ears being curled down as she presented it to him, her eyes, outlined with naturally dark pigmentation, averted shyly. Her black fingernails had been glossier than the nut’s shell…

      Alaric’s arms started to shake, and he eased himself down until his bare feet touched the stone floor. Wiping his face, his hands strayed in the two months’ worth of beard—he hadn’t been allowed a razor—and gazed around his cell. It was sparse, the bed only a metal slab that hung from the wall, but there was a polyfoam mattress and a wool blanket. There was also a toilet, a sink, soap, and three brand new copies of the Three Books—the revised versions of the Torah, Bible, and Koran that Luddeccean society was based on.

      It was an officer’s prison, and no one had laid a hand on him since he’d arrived. Far better than what would have befallen Volka if he had arrested her. The screams of captured weere echoing up from the basement were a testament to that.

      His jaw got hard. He’d saved her from this place but failed to rescue her from the Galactic Republic’s android agent. Alaric had seen how disposable humans could be to the machines. He’d picked through the shattered, bloody bodies of women and children left behind by the Republic’s android spies. He also had intel on the outer rim sections of the Kanakah Disk, the closest Republic outpost. The Republic treated its poor worse than Luddeccea treated its weere. Would the machine that had brainwashed Volka toss her aside and leave her to drift down to the outer levels of some desolate space station?

      His jaw clenched at the memory of the android throwing out its arms and facing Alaric’s craft, as though trying to draw their fire. He shook his head. It was a hallucination. It had to have been. He’d also hallucinated about being aboard the strange Republic craft with Volka, her werfle, and a ghost of the machine.

      He should have killed Volka. He regretted that.

      He also regretted not destroying the ship she and the android had escaped on. His failure would embolden the Republic. They would think they could intrude on Luddeccean space with impunity.

      He regretted not being able to see his sons. He knew they would face hardships without him, but those would make them stronger, and his wife Alexis, more than any woman, had the spine to raise two boys without the help of any man. Still, his boys had been a wonder to him— their transformations from helpless infants to beings who understood larger and larger pieces of the world were among his life’s greatest joys. He regretted that he would miss their transformation into men.

      But he didn’t regret not turning Volka in to be interrogated, and so he could not regret being in prison. He could only extrapolate that was why he was here. He still hadn’t been formally charged. He hadn’t been given a legal representative. Nor had he been allowed a visit with his wife Alexis. The daughter of a colonel, she’d have some gossip of his case.

      Alaric rapped the flat of his palm against his thigh. He knew he’d face a firing squad, that his trial would be a mere formality, and yet he wished they would get to it. Most of his crew had been killed in a surprise attack by rebel forces on Libertas. His trial would be on public record, and he needed his sons to know he had sworn upon the Three Books that he hadn’t been involved in the attack, and that he had not betrayed his crew.

      Somewhere down the hall, he heard someone whisper, “Doctor…I need a doctor…” The sounds of retching, and then of someone falling to the floor followed. Many of his fellow prisoners had gotten sick in the past few days—a particularly bad strain of the rainy season flu, he suspected. Alaric had seen them being carried past his cell on their way to the infirmary.

      For lack of anything to do, he walked over to the door, peered through the bars of the tiny window there, and waited for the guards to come and take the man away, silently counting the seconds. At 1,200 seconds he began again, but rustling in his cell made him pause. He turned his head and saw a rat in the corner. Not native to Luddeccea, the small, adaptable rodents had brought as much devastation to the local flora and fauna as Time Gate 8’s fission bomb. He looked around the cell for something to kill it with.

      A shadow in the outer window made him glance up. A werfle was poised there, bewhiskered nose shifting between Alaric and the rat. Werfles were one of the few native species that could eat the vermin. Alaric’s shoulders softened, and he almost smiled. He’d always liked the ten-legged, weasel-like creatures. This one was wild and probably venomous, but as long as he made no sudden moves, he’d be safe. “It’s yours,” he mouthed silently, as though the creature could read his lips and understand. “I’m not that hungry.” The food had gotten sparser the past week—just a few bites of beans or grits thrown in a bowl. He was hungry and not above eating rats, but the thing was most likely carrying the flu. A few minutes of a full belly wouldn’t be worth the pain later and would be counterproductive. “And your physiology is different enough that its bugs won’t hurt you,” he added, as though that would assuage the werfle’s hesitation.

      The creature stared at him a long moment and then slithered down the wall, its ten claws clutching the cracks between the stones with surprising ease. Before Alaric could blink, or the rat could squeak, the werfle had dispatched it. Instead of clasping its prey in its middle claw pairs and climbing back up the wall, the werfle began eating, keeping its eyes on Alaric.

      Careful to keep his movements slow, Alaric sank to the ground and drew his knees to his chest. In boredom, he found himself talking to the werfle. “Well, Solomon, what can you tell me of the outside world?”

      Lifting its head, the werfle studied him, bloody whiskers twitching.

      “Solomon is what I called the werfle who lived on our farm when I was a boy,” Alaric explained. “Like Solomon the Wise.” He idly remembered Volka saying that weere believed that werfles were possessed by demons, but when he’d last seen her, she’d had a pet werfle.

      The werfle before him sniffed in what sounded like a laugh and resumed its feast.

      From down the hall came the sound of more retching. As a cadet, Alaric had taken a barrage of psychological tests. His mentor had suggested that he go into intelligence. “The results indicate that you’d tolerate isolation, imprisonment, and interrogation well.” Alaric had been tempted, just to test himself, but charting courses at lightspeed and seeing the solar system had been more tempting. Still, over the course of his imprisonment, Alaric had noted with a sort of detached amusement that the test seemed to have been accurate. He hadn’t panicked, hadn’t tried anything desperate in order to escape, and when he lay down his head at night, he slept.

      Down the hall, he heard more retching, and what sounded like someone losing their bowels. The hairs on the back of Alaric’s neck rose. He noticed—or imagined—a note of decay mixed with the odors of vomit and feces drifting from beneath the door. His mind began whirling over the mystery of the smoke cloud, the way the meals had been getting poorer and poorer, the lack of a guard, that he hadn’t had word from Alexis, and that he had no idea if his boys were safe. He shivered and took a shallow breath. Down the hall, someone whispered, “Doctor…I need a doctor.”

      The werfle sniffed again, and again it sounded like a laugh. Lifting its head, it gazed at Alaric, whiskers twitching as it feasted.

      Alaric was transfixed by it. He couldn’t say for how long.

      “Please…” a prisoner whispered.

      The whisper snapped Alaric to alertness, and it was like a fog in his mind had cleared. What was wrong with him? Humans around him were sick, possibly deathly so. Springing to his feet, Alaric began banging at the door and shouting, “Doctor! We need a doctor!”  With each pound, his heart rate increased and his fists stung, but he couldn’t stop. Another distant part of him noted, So this is panic.

      He was distantly aware of the werfle hissing. He heard boot steps in the hall and pounded harder. “They’re dying!” he shouted, suddenly sure that he had smelled decay. “Dying!”

      A face emerged at the other side of the door. Alaric almost shouted, “What took you so long!” but the man wasn’t prison personnel. He wore the black uniform of a private security guard, and around his right arm was an orange and green ribbon, the colors of the house of Abraham. Drawing away from the door, Alaric remembered Volka’s tale about Counselor Abraham murdering his half-weere child, its mother, and the weere who’d known about the baby. The counselor had tried to murder Volka, too. All that blood to protect his name from the scandal of a half-weere offspring. A moment after those thoughts entered his mind, Alaric found himself staring down the barrel of a phaser pistol.

      In the corner of the cell, the werfle’s hiss increased in volume.

      Alaric’s panic fled, and his fists curled at his side. They knew Volka had saved him from the wreckage of the rebel attack, and they knew he knew about the baby. They were tying up loose ends.

      Fury washed over Alaric in a wave that turned his vision red. He’d never get to testify. His lip curled, his skin heated, and he felt that if it was possible, he would self-combust.

      The man holding the pistol began to shake. He was sweating profusely, his breathing rapid and shallow, his skin was pale, and dark circles underlined his eyes.

      “What are you waiting for?” Alaric demanded, leaping forward and shaking the bars. Falling back, he pounded his chest. “Hurry up and shoot!” Alaric had failed his homeworld, failed his sons, and he’d failed Volka. Were any of them safe? Were his children safe from Abraham? Was Volka being abused in some dingy oxygen-depleted hovel in the Republic?

      Down the hall, someone said, “They all have the flu, Jong.”

      The security guard, who might have been Jong, coughed.

      The werfle hissed, and Jong’s eyes slid to it. For the first time, Alaric noted the blueness in his lips. Jong’s pistol sagged, and he backed away. “He has one of them in there.” He gasped. “He’s as good as dead.”

      “Shoot him and let’s get out of here,” said the man out of Alaric’s eyesight.

      Jong’s pistol clattered to the floor and he began heaving bile in the hallway. The smell was so rancid it flushed away Alaric’s anger, and he backed against the far wall, holding his arm over his face. He heard a thump and retreating footsteps. Holding his breath and peeking through the bars, he saw Jong had collapsed in his own vomit.

      In the corner, the werfle laughed.
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      “Hurry up!” the voice made Volka’s ears swivel, but she didn’t hear it so much as feel it like a flutter of tiny pterys in her stomach.

      “I’m...going…as fast…as I can…Carl Sagan!” Volka panted, protesting the werfle’s demands, jogging through Copernicus City’s immense passenger spaceship terminal. It was wide as a four-lane roadway. The ceiling was several stories high and made of clear plastic. The sky was blue, and clouds were white at this level, but here and there, between the people and hover cabs passing on either side, she’d catch glimpses out the side windows and see the yellow sulfur clouds that the city floated above.

      “Turn right at the intersection!” Carl ordered.

      Volka turned and skidded to a halt.

      “Go, go, go!” Carl said.

      Gaping, Volka craned her neck upward and took a step back instead. In front of her was a statue at least four meters high. Its head touched the ceiling, and its nearly three-meter width filled a huge section of the terminal walkway. Zipping by on either side of it were hover cabs, and Volka was afraid to tread in their path. Also, she couldn’t take her eyes off the statue. It looked exactly like Venus de Willendorf—a reality “holostar” who had had her body reconstructed to look like the real Venus de Willendorf, a famous Stone Age statue. Volka remembered the statue from books of art in her former employer’s library on the planet Luddeccea. Like that tiny Stone Age statue, this enormous modern work had a large, smooth belly as though she were pregnant and enormous breasts. Thick braids of dark brown hair fell in front of her eyes and nearly touched her chin. The skin tones were so lifelike that Volka half expected to see a pulse.

      “Volka, it’s a hologram,” Carl said, his voice gentle in her mind this time.

      Volka blinked. The “statue” shimmered slightly, and two men in the high-necked suits that were popular among businessmen in the Galactic Republic passed between the statue’s legs, their heads exactly at the level of its groin. Hands on the metal plates at their temples, the businessmen didn’t pause as they approached Volka. The metal plates were “neural interfaces” that allowed them to connect to the ethernet. Her business partner, Sixty, had described the ethernet as “like the ancient internet, but connected to the brain.” The ethernet allowed humans to connect mind-to-mind, to download apps that turned them into living calculators, encyclopedias, video recorders, and much, much more. Humans in the Galactic Republic had the interfaces implanted in their infancy before their skull bones fused. For Volka to get one, it would mean cutting through bone, and there would be no guarantee it wouldn’t be rejected. Volka was over 90 percent human, but she was also a weere—her genetic code was partially borrowed from the wolves of Chernobyl. Weere, like those wolves, had heightened immune systems.

      One of the businessmen caught her eyes, looked at her wolf ears, and smiled. It wasn’t a cruel or mocking smile, and he was handsome with dark hair and dark eyes, but Volka curled her ears down self-consciously. Human men didn’t smile at weere in public—at least not kindly—not where she was from. For a moment, she had a vivid memory of Alaric leaning on his elbow, tracing the lines of her ear with a finger, a soft smile on his lips, and then she felt a stab of anguish in her chest as she remembered how he tried to destroy her. Her nails bit her palms.

      “Volka, we must go,” Carl said, his tone still gentle.

      She stared in dismay at the naked legs she was going to pass through. She’d be part of the exhibit, she realized. On her homeworld, Luddeccea, people wore modest clothing, and there were no naked holographic statues to pass through. On Luddeccea, there was no ethernet either, just radio, although some people were lucky enough to have rotary phones. There were no hover cabs, just old-fashioned cars with pushrod engines. There were movies, but no holograms. She didn’t belong here. She swallowed. Her friend Sixty did belong here and he’d been missing for hours. Ducking her head and flushing, she passed through the Venus’s thighs and resumed her jog.

      A few minutes later, Volka took a running leap onto a moving walkway and paused a moment to catch her breath. Ferocious squirming in the pack she wore almost knocked her over.

      “Squeak!” said the source of the squirm, and Carl’s voice returned to her mind. “Why are we pausing?”

      “I’m checking the map, Carl Sagan,” Volka said, lifting her wrist. On it she wore an “ether bracelet” given to her by Sixty. Made of twisted copper-colored wires, it had a flat circular plate at its apex. Speaking into the plate, Volka said, “Bracelet, would you please show me the map to the maintenance shop again?” A hologram about two handspans high sprung from the central plate, and Volka’s brow furrowed in confusion. She could see where they were trying to go, but not where they were now.

      Wiggling from the pack, Carl Sagan leaped to the moving handrail beside the walkway. Carl Sagan was a member of The One, a “quantum wave” controlling alien species that could possess the bodies of wave-sensitive creatures like werfles, cats, wolves, and many others that, according to Carl, “humans haven’t discovered yet.” At the moment, he inhabited the body of a long-haired golden werfle, a sort of ten-legged, venomous weasel, with long golden striped fur very much like an orange tabby. Rising to his back four paws on the handrail, putting his brown eyes just about level with Volka’s own, he fidgeted with the collar he wore, a leather band with a metal piece like the one at the apex of Volka’s bracelet. Volka mentally corrected herself. Carl preferred the adornment to be called a “necklace.”

      A businesswoman strode up behind her and pointed at Carl. “Is that thing possessed by those aliens…The Only, or The One, or whatever?”

      Carl lifted his chin and began to preen.

      Volka tried to answer. “It is a—”

      “If not, its venom better be milked,” the businesswoman muttered, striding by them.

      Carl’s whiskers twitched.

      “Yes, ma’am,” said Volka.

      “It’s actually coming back in,” said Carl, licking his lips. The woman didn’t hear Carl’s assessment. He was talking to Volka telepathically using “the quantum wave.” Besides possessing bodies, Carl’s species, The One, used the quantum waves for telepathy, creating the wireless frequencies of the ethernet, pyrokinesis, and, Volka suspected, for telekinesis. Carl was cagey when Sixty and Volka pressed him about the last.

      Since Volka was a weere, she was also part wolf, wave sensitive, and slightly telepathic. She could hear Carl’s thoughts and feel the emotions of their spaceship, Sundancer. As Carl explained it, wave-insensitive creatures, like humans, felt quantum wave shifts, but their minds couldn’t interpret the shifts. Humans either outright ignored the shifts or discounted them as dreams, “psychotic breaks,” or “schizophrenic episodes.”

      “Where are we in this maze?” Carl asked, bobbing his head and staring at the hologram on Volka’s wrist.

      Peering back at the confusing map hovering over Bracelet’s central disk, Volka frowned and then remembered a trick Sixty had taught her. “Bracelet, show us the route from our current location, please.”

      The holo shifted and displayed them as a dot with a glowing red thread of light that led to their destination: a maintenance shop Sixty had gone to for repairs. Sixty, Volka, Carl, and Sundancer had a delivery service—the fastest delivery service in the galaxy, since Sundancer was the only faster-than-light spaceship in the galaxy. They’d started the delivery service because Sixty owed money—he’d blown up a luxurious borrowed spaceship while rescuing Volka and Sundancer. They’d worked out a payment plan, and since their services were in demand, he wasn’t in prison. Since they could charge a lot for their services, they also did occasionally have time for leisure and maintenance.

      Sixty had gone to the maintenance shop after they’d done a delivery here on Copernicus City. Copernicus City had a time gate—one of the portals that allowed faster-than-light travel for ships and data between the stars. But Copernicus’s gate was very busy, and spaceship traffic suffered frequent delays. A trillionaire holomogul had wanted to send his granddaughter a “time-sensitive” birthday gift, and he had hired their services.

      After his “tune-up,” Sixty had left a message with Volka informing her his systems were 100 percent operational, and that he had a quick errand to run. He promised to be back in about an hour. That had been five hours ago. Volka ran a hand down Sixty’s coat. He’d left it aboard Sundancer, and she’d put it on almost as a talisman. Her hands ran over Sixty’s most treasured possession in the inside pocket—the ashes of his deceased lover, Eliza Burton.

      It was quite possible Carl and Volka’s business partner had stopped at a charging kiosk and paused for a reboot on the way back to the ship. Probably. Hopefully. Thinking about other things that might have happened made anxiety prick like cold needles under her skin. Sixty, Carl, and Sundancer were Volka’s only friends in the Galactic Republic.

      On Luddeccea, sentient machines like Sixty and aliens were considered the ultimate evil, but now here Carl and Volka were, desperately trying to retrace Sixty’s steps. The maintenance shop he’d gone to was so small it had no public ethernet channel, though thankfully Sixty had given them the physical address. She hoped someone at the shop would have an idea where he’d gone.

      Pointing with a claw to a spot on the holo where the thread descended in a straight vertical, Carl said, “That’s the ped-elevator at the end of this walkway.”

      Nodding, Volka said, “Thank you, Bracelet, you may turn off now.”

      Carl smacked a paw to his nose. “Volka, you don’t have to thank it! It’s not sentient like Sixty.”

      Volka’s ears flattened, and her nostrils flared. “Good manners cost us nothing, Carl.” And how did he really know? No one had thought the giant time gate computer above her homeworld had been sentient, and then it dropped a nuclear and chemical arsenal on their heads. Better safe than sorry, in Volka’s opinion.

      “You’re welcome, Miss Volka,” Bracelet replied. Volka arched an eyebrow at Carl.

      Spreading his top paws, he said, “It costs us time, that’s what it costs us!” With that, he hopped onto her shoulders. “Let’s move!”

      Clenching her teeth, Volka idly wondered if he only saw her as a beast of burden.

      “You’re not my beast of burden!” Carl exclaimed, sliding into her pack. “You’re my pet. Now go quick, the elevator is about to depart!”

      Thinking of Sixty, Volka broke into a run.
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      Jumping into the nearly packed elevator, Volka bent over and caught her breath. Her ears popped as the doors whooshed shut and the elevator started to descend. Straightening, she frantically scanned the elevator and realized there was no operator or buttons. “Carl,” she whispered to the werfle hiding in her pack. “How do we get to level 163?”

      It was as if she’d shouted. Everyone in the elevator turned to stare down at her—she was shorter than most Republic citizens.

      A woman’s eyes went to Volka’s temple and got wide. “You have no neural interface!” The other occupants of the elevator blinked at her. Most lifted their hands to their temples and their own interfaces as though afraid her state of ethernet-less-ness might be contagious.

      “You need to enter the floor you want over the ether,” the woman who’d noticed her lack of an interface said. She had long black hair, a perfect complexion, and a perfect figure. She didn’t look a day over twenty, but that didn’t mean anything. Plastic surgery was popular in the Galactic Republic.

      Volka smiled weakly. “Thank you,” she murmured and lifted her wrist. When she’d navigated the elevators before, 6T9 had been with her. He must have been sending directions over the ethernet the whole time. “Bracelet,” she whispered. “Would you please make the elevator stop at level 163?”

      “Yes, Miss Volka,” Bracelet replied.

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      Someone tittered.

      “You’re welcome, Miss Volka,” said Bracelet.

      “And please tell me when we get there,” Volka added.

      “Of course,” Bracelet replied.

      “Thank you.”

      There were more titters. Volka’s ears flattened against her head, and she stared at her boots.

      “You can move your ears,” a woman exclaimed.

      Volka’s head snapped up and her ears snapped forward. There were gasps. Another young-looking woman, this one with elven ears, put a hand over her mouth. Her eyes, dyed completely black, got wide.

      On Volka’s homeworld, plastic surgery was only done when injuries were debilitating—a split cleft, for instance. In the Galactic Republic, plastic surgery and body modification were as popular as makeup was on Luddeccea and much more creative. She’d gotten used to it in the last few weeks. When she’d boarded the elevator, she had barely noted the men with beads inserted beneath the skin of their noses to get the popular Lizard Look, the girl with fairy wings, or the woman whose body was carefully sculpted into the Venus de Willendorf to look like the holostar. No one in the elevator looked older than thirty-five, either. In the Three Books religion, the prophet before Muhammad had said, “Judge not, that ye not be judged,” but it was hard not to think that all the plastic surgery was superficial and a waste.

      Someone at the back of the elevator said, “Where did you get your ears?”

      Someone else said, “I love the tattoos around your eyes! They look so natural.”

      “And your contacts are amazing,” said someone else. “Or is that retina staining?”

      Volka’s ears rotated madly in the direction of each new voice, and Volka patted them self-consciously. “My father. I got them all from my father,” she replied. Her mother’s ears had been almost human, only slightly pointed with tufts of gray velvet at the tips. Her mother’s hair had been long and black. Her eyes had been blue, not yellow like a wolf’s, and her mother’s eyes didn’t have the natural black pigment that surrounded Volka’s and made her look like she had outlined them with kohl. “I got all these features from my father.”

      “Your father was a plastic surgeon?” asked the woman with the blackened eyes.

      Volka’s mouth fell open. Of course, they thought her weere appearance was artificial. “No,” she murmured, once again feeling out of place.

      The woman’s brow furrowed, and her gaze roamed from the top of Volka’s head to her boots. Her lips turned up. “Is that real leather?”

      “Yes,” said Volka, lifting one of the soft, brown boots Alaric had given her.

      The elevator opened and nearly half the occupants left.

      “From…a real animal?” said the woman.

      “Yes,” Volka confirmed, her ears flattened, this time with annoyance.

      “Do you eat real meat too?” asked a man, voice laced with disdain.

      Volka could lie, but she loved fresh meat still warm from the kill. On Sixty and Carl’s asteroid, she hunted rats with Carl, and deer with Shissh, a Bengal tiger possessed by the spirit of Carl’s big sister. Sixty found their hunting “barbaric,” but if they didn’t hunt, the rats and deer would still have to be culled. Sixty didn’t want that job, and the “carnivore way” meant their meat wouldn’t be wasted. “Yes,” said Volka, narrowing her eyes. She thought about licking her lips for emphasis, then bowed her head in shame. There was no need to be rude, even if these people were.

      Everyone left in the elevator took a step back, and Volka didn’t raise her head until Bracelet declared, “This is floor 163, Miss Volka.”

      She stepped out of the elevator and blinked. Level 163 was much different than the terminal and the neighborhood the holomogul’s granddaughter lived in. It was darker and the ceiling was lower. There were children running about and people who looked older than thirty. She didn’t see a single Lizard Look, though she did see tattoos on bare arms. There were no windows that Volka could see, but somehow, natural light was being piped in. Ovoid spots of sunlight lit patches of cement. In those patches were pots of climbing beans and even a few renegade flowers.

      Carl poked his nose out of her pack. “This area looks very residential.”

      Volka peered around. “Well, that makes sense. It’s a small maintenance shop that is only known to a few people and isn’t in any phonebook.” Her former employer on Luddeccea used to take his car to a repairman in such a place. He swore he got the best service there.

      She felt Carl’s whiskers twitch against her cheek. “I guess so.”

      Lifting her wrist, Volka politely requested Bracelet show her the map again. Ducking her head, she followed the glowing red thread of light. She came to a stop outside of a pair of heavy black doors. Etched into their surface were the words, “The Madison Residences.”

      The doors were jammed open with a piece of cardboard, so Volka let herself in. The ceiling, if anything, was lower inside. It was also darker and smelled like antiseptic cleaning fluid and urine. There were placards with directions to the various apartments, and Volka followed them down a hallway not wide enough for two people shoulder to shoulder, up a rickety elevator, and down another narrow, dark hall. When she got to the correct door number, she heard a man and woman laughing within. Gathering her courage, Volka knocked. The laughter stopped, but no one approached on the other side. Volka knocked again and heard a man whisper, “Don’t answer. Maybe they won’t know we’re home.”

      “I hear you!” Volka shouted, ears straining for the sound of footfalls. When none came, she took a deep breath and shouted, “I’m sorry to bother you, but my partner Sixty is missing, and—”

      The door whooshed open and an older man wearing thin shorts appeared. He was fleshy around the middle, balding, with white hair. The woman next to him had the softness of late middle age. She was hastily pulling a pink robe over her undergarments and tossing her gray-streaked hair over her shoulder. They smelled like each other and sex, but Volka also detected the very faint scent of Sixty—his own scent and the scent of the forests of the asteroid and Sundancer’s interior—so it was her Sixty, not another android of the same model.

      “Something happened to 6T9?” said the man.

      “Our 6T9?” said the woman.

      Volka’s ears flattened at the word “our.” Recovering, she stammered, “He was here…at your…maintenance shop?”

      Their lips pursed and eyes got wide.

      “Oh, for chaosmos’s sake,” Carl grumbled into her mind. Sliding out of her pack and taking a position on her shoulder, he squeaked aloud and mentally muttered, “Now how to make this thing work?”

      Volka’s eyes slid to see him playing with his “necklace.” Carl could talk to humans over the ether with the power of the quantum wave, but he needed to know their ethernet channels, and they had to answer. On Luddeccea, when the rotary phone had rung in her employer’s house, Volka and her employer, Mr. Darmadi, had sprinted up and down stairs and from the farthest reaches of the eight-acre garden to answer. The people of the Galactic Republic didn’t feel the same urgency toward ethernet callers. They often ignored people they knew, and Carl always showed up as “Unidentified” on the ethernet ID. He was mostly ignored. So Sixty had come up with the collar—or, as Carl called it, “necklace”—an ingenious ethernet-to-speech device for Carl to use to “speak” out loud so humans could hear.

      Static flared in her ears. Carl lifted a paw, and then his voice crackled from his necklace. “Ahem,” said Carl. “I am Carl Sagan, a member of The One.”

      The man’s eyes went wide. “Sixty said one of his partners was a One.”

      The woman leaned closer hand outstretched. “Aren’t you the cutest though!”

      Carl rubbed an ear with a paw. “Well, yes, I—”

      “Carl!” Volka snipped. “Focus!”

      “Right…right…” Carl murmured. “We’ve lost Sixty. He hasn’t answered his ether, though he left a message saying that he had an errand he’d be running.”

      The woman put her hand on Volka’s shoulder. “Honey, this must be Volka! His other partner." Her voice changed to an excited, conspiratorial whisper. “We’ve heard all about you.”

      “By Neptune, I think you’re right, Celeste! I’ll ether the police,” said the man. “It’s a little early for a missing person—android—report, but you never know. He coulda gotten lost or had a power outage somewhere.”

      “Thank you,” said Carl.

      Nodding once at the werfle, the man touched his neural interface. His face took on the vacant, distracted look of someone connecting to the ether, and he turned and walked back into the shop.

      “Come in, come in! I’m Celeste, by the way, and that’s my husband, Bart,” said the woman, stepping around and ushering Volka into the shop. Once inside, Volka realized it wasn’t a shop at all, but a small apartment that was nearly all bed. The bed smelled like Sixty, too…as did Celeste’s skin. Volka’s skin heated and her nails dug into her palms. Celeste had had sex with Sixty—and cheated on Bart!

      “He said he had an errand to run for you,” said Celeste.

      Volka’s lips curled in a snarl. “He did not have an errand to run for me.” A growl rolled from her chest. Celeste took a step back and put a hand to her mouth.

      “Oy!” Bart shouted, placing himself between Volka and Celeste. “Don’t be growling at my wife!”

      Volka’s lips parted in disgust. He also smelled like Sixty, though not quite as much.

      “Volka, relax,” said Carl, silently into her mind.

      Grabbing Carl by the scruff of his neck, Volka ripped him from her shoulder and dropped him on the floor. “They’re lying!” A picture was forming in her mind. Celeste had had sex with Sixty. Bart had found out and disposed of him; maybe they’d even disengaged his Q-comm—the chip that gave him the intelligence of a human. Without his Q-comm and his connection to the huge server on Time Gate 1 that was his “brain,” he was just a regular “dumb sex ‘bot.” Volka didn’t know what a “server” was, but she’d seen Sixty without his Q-comm connection to it. He’d have happily had sexual relations with men intent on slagging him.

      Twisting and rising to his hindmost leg pairs, Carl Sagan hissed. His voice crackled over his collar. “No, they’re not! They are genuinely worried about Sixty.”

      “Of course we are,” whispered Celeste.

      “He’s a nice guy,” said Bart. “We’ve been ether buddies for a while.”

      “He really believes that,” Carl said, and Volka wasn’t sure if she was hearing it with her heart or her ears. She looked between the two humans gazing at her earnestly. Maybe they hadn’t hurt Sixty, but Sixty had fornicated with Bart’s wife. Volka suddenly had the urge to strangle her business partner, or at least give him a snarling-to. Glaring at Celeste, Volka’s lip curled in distaste.

      The human woman touched her throat.

      Dropping his hand from his temple, Bart said, “The police officer said it’s too early to file a report, but he said something very disturbing in an offhand way.” He shook his head and stared at the floor.

      “Well,” Carl demanded, spreading his three top paw pairs and marching toward Bart on his back four legs.

      “6T9—” He looked at Celeste. “Our 6T9 is the fifth android to be reported missing in the past ten hours.”

      Celeste’s hand flew to her neural interface. “He isn’t answering when I ping him.”

      Bart scowled, and he asked Carl, “He doesn’t have a tracker chip on him?”

      Carl shook his head. “Not that I know of.”

      Volka swallowed.

      “Maybe he ran out of power somewhere?” Celeste said. “He could be hurt.” She put her hand on her husband’s arm. “How can we find him?”

      Carl held up a paw. “I have an idea.” Everyone’s attention snapped to the werfle.

      Putting two pairs of paws behind his back, Carl paced the room. “The Q-comm is connected to Time Gate 1 by the principle of quantum entanglement.”

      Volka blinked at her werfle partner.

      Carl met her eyes. “That’s when subatomic particles are entangled. The particles are always in the same state. They are in sync.”

      She blinked again. Carl had explained the Q-comm to her on multiple occasions. It was hard not to get it confused with the ethernet. The ethernet relied on lightbeam transmissions, radio, and wireless frequencies. Ethernet signals had time lags and could be physically blocked. Q-comm could not. Q-comm were very expensive, and very few people and machines had them. All these things she knew. She had no idea how it all worked.

      Carl held up two paws. “Whether or not Sixty is operational, whether or not the chip is still in place, the subatomic particle in his Q-comm chip that is entangled with the particle on Time Gate 1 is still in the same state—that is to say, they are still connected, still communicating. Depending on Time Gate 1’s sensitivity to the quantum wave, it—he—might know where the chip is. If it is still in Sixty’s metal skull, it can act as a tracker.”

      “What are you suggesting?” Bart asked.

      “That we contact Time Gate 1 directly,” Carl said.

      Bart and Celeste’s eyes went wide as saucers. They took a step back, and Volka smelled fear in the air.

      “Can we do that?” whispered Celeste. “We’d need its ethernet channel.”

      “Does it even talk to non-machines?” Bart said.

      Carl Sagan put a paw on his chest. “I have Time Gate 1’s channel. As to whether it will speak to us without Sixty present…there is only one way to find out.”

      Bart and Celeste took another step back, and the scent of fear increased. Volka’s brow furrowed in confusion. Her world had been nearly destroyed by a psychopathic time gate, but Time Gate 1 was different. It had never done anything to hurt anyone that she knew of, and every machine she’d met since meeting Sixty had been law-abiding, if not kind like Sixty, and polite, like Bracelet.

      Carl gripped his necklace and closed his eyes. Bracelet began to crackle with static. More static sounded from a speaker in the wall by the door.

      “Someone is at the door…?” said Bart.

      “No,” said Carl.

      His necklace began hissing.

      A holographic projector sitting on the counter between the single room and galley kitchen began to flicker madly. Tiny speakers set at the corners of the room began cycling through ethernet music stations. Opera, galactic funk, new frontiers, and other styles Volka had just been introduced to filled the room, each only for a dizzying few seconds.

      Volka shifted nervously on her feet, ears twisting.

      “What’s going on?” Celeste cried.

      “It is Time Gate 1,” Carl said.

      Every ethernet device in the small apartment chuckled in a deep register. “Hello, Carl and Volka,” said the voice. “Mr. and Mrs. Jacobsen.”

      Celeste gasped and put a hand over her mouth. Volka’s hair rose. The voice coming from every corner of the house sounded like what she’d always imagined God would sound like.

      “We need to know where Sixty is,” Carl declared. His ears were flat against his head, and his eyes were narrowed.

      Gulping, Volka added hastily, “If you please, Time Gate 1, sir.”

      The multitude of devices rumbled with Time Gate 1’s laughter, and Volka’s ears flicked frantically.

      “Ah, Volka, always so polite,” Time Gate 1 responded.

      “Skip the theatrics!” Carl hissed. “Just tell us where Sixty is, if you even know.”

      “Carl!” Volka exclaimed. “Be nice!”

      The little werfle stood with his paws crossed over his chest, his ears completely flat against his head. He wouldn’t meet Volka’s eyes, and his tail swished like mad.

      “Of course I know where he is,” Time Gate 1 said. Static crackled through the speakers.

      Volka gulped. “Would you tell us, please?”

      “It is not my nature to intervene in the affairs of my androids or of humans—” Time Gate 1 rumbled.

      Carl shook a tiny paw at one of the speakers. “You gave androids sentience! Don’t say you don’t like to interfere, you meteor pocked, bucket of—”

      Swooping down, Volka smacked a hand over Carl’s necklace. Carl squeaked furiously and continued to shake his paw at the speaker, but his barrage of insults stopped.

      “—but since you asked nicely, Volka,” Time Gate 1 said, “I will tell you that he is on Level 302 in cargo ship berth 54. He is being held by android-nappers and their ship, the Copperhead, is scheduled to depart in ten minutes and—”

      Volka didn’t hear the rest. With Carl under her arm, she was already running out the door, shouting, “Thank you, Time Gate 1, thank you, sir!” adding, “Call the police again,” to Bart and Celeste. She was still mad at Sixty for having an affair with a married woman, while, by the smell of it, being friends with her husband, but she wasn’t going to abandon him to android. Cold sweat prickled along her spine as she raced down the hall. Had Sixty’s Q-comm been dislodged? Did he even know he was in danger?
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      6T9 wasn’t sure where he was or how he had gotten here, or why he was carrying a parcel under one arm, but he at least was sure he wasn’t in any danger. He was being guided by a human. The man’s hand was on his upper arm, and he was leading him through a maze of tunnels. As grateful as 6T9 was, there was a slight problem. “You’re holding my arm too tightly, sir,” 6T9 said to the human male.

      “Shut up,” said the man holding his arm.

      “Yes, sir,” 6T9 replied. For some reason, that made the man snort, squeeze more tightly, and give 6T9 a harsh yank. A light went on in the periphery of 6T9’s vision alerting him that the synth skin on that arm had been damaged. Next to that light was another informing him that the back of his cranial cavity had also been damaged, and a third telling him his ether connection was offline. He touched his torso, as though expecting to find something there...but there was nothing.

      They passed through a pair of sliding doors that said BERTH 54 and approached a ship with a gangplank 4.6 meters wide, that, according to his records for this ship model, also served as an airlock door. At the top of the gangplank, off to one side, a man sat on a stool. In his hands, he had a handheld android diagnostic computer. 6T9 was familiar with the type. Although it was easier to command a android by ether, the handheld would protect the man if 6T9 had any viruses of the computer variety. It could also be used as a local ethernet hub in areas with unstable or unsecured ethernet and issue commands for a large number of ‘bots simultaneously. The seated man was also surrounded by various tool cabinets and parts. Beyond him was a darkened hold, crowded with deactivated sex ‘bots, standing and sitting in uneven lines.

      “What did you bring me, Scrapper?” the human man on the stool asked as 6T9 and the man who must be Scrapper began walking up the plank.

      “A 6T9 unit, heard demand for ‘em was high,” Scrapper replied.

      “That peaked weeks ago, Scrapper,” the new man replied. As they drew closer, 6T9 noticed that among the other tools and parts there was even a spare 6T9 head. Maybe they’d put a new head on his body?

      He gazed past the man. A cursory inspection and his calculator app informed 6T9 that there were at least 312 other ‘bots in the hold of the vessel, some very much in need of repair. Maybe he was here to have his shoulder skin and head fixed?

      “Ya want me to ditch him, General?” Scrapper asked.

      6T9’s brow furrowed. The “general” wasn’t wearing the uniform of any military in his databanks.

      “Nah, he’s still worth more than his freight weight.” The general looked 6T9 up and down and then pointed to an empty stool in front of him. “Sit down, ‘bot.”

      6T9 sat down and set his parcel next to him.

      The man on the stool who might be a general said, “Don’t know who you belong to—”

      “I don’t know either, sir,” 6T9 replied, hand reflexively touching his torso again for some odd reason. “I have no memory of a new owner after Eliza.” He had a curious memory of her saying that he would never be sold again. He was very sure he hadn’t been. But he was also very sure he hadn’t been gifted to anyone either. Some of his circuits sparked, trying to determine the answer to that riddle, but it was beyond him. Where had Eliza gone? He tapped his hand against his torso.

      “But we’ll reset you to factory settings and then you’ll belong to us,” the man finished.

      “Are you sure you want to do that?” 6T9 asked, hand smoothing his torso. “I have medical and cooking apps installed.”

      “Yes, I’m sure,” replied the man.

      “Eliza installed them,” 6T9 said, his circuits dimming oddly, though he wasn’t sure why. “You should probably run a full diagnostic on me,” 6T9 told the man.

      “Oh, you can bet I’ll be doing that and more,” replied the general. He plugged a hardlink into the handheld and then  reached toward 6T9’s temple. “What the—?”

      “His neural interface is covered,” Scrapper said. “I put the jammer overtop of it.”

      “Ya, I see that now,” General replied.

      6T9 felt a tug at his temple, and a light informed him that his synth skin had been peeled back and his neural port exposed. For a moment he was back online, too. “6T9, we’re coming! Try to delay—”

      There was a thunk against his skull. His connection to the ether was cut off, and an instant later the hardlink was in his neural interface. There was a surge of electricity and a stream of data from his systems overlay his vision, along with the name of the technician requesting the data: Android_General1.

      “Asteroid rubble, this thing is over 150 years old,” the general muttered. “Wipe is gonna take a bit.”

      6T9 tilted his head. Was he that old? He didn’t have memories for more than thirty-seven years of that time.

      “Huh. Looks like most of his memory was flushed already. Saves me the hassle,” the general said. His brows drew together. “But you’re clean. No viruses detected.”

      “I have no viruses of the sexual or hardware variety,” 6T9 said proudly.

      “Shut up, ‘bot,” said the general.

      “Yes, sir,” 6T9 replied.

      The general snorted. “Annoying bucket of bolts.”

      “Where?” said 6T9.

      “Should I shut the hold, General?” Scrapper asked.

      “Nah, Dreg and Craw are bringing in another batch,” the general replied, not looking up from the screen of his handheld. There was a flare of electricity through the hardlink. “Now to give myself permission to perform the wipe—”

      There was a whoosh of air outside of the ship and the stomp of feet. 6T9’s self-preservation routines made him look. Approaching them through a metal door labeled AIRLOCK were ten new sex ‘bots and two large human males. Remembering his brief ethernet connection, some circuits lit within him. “Ah,” he said. “These are the people who were coming and the reason for the delay.”

      “Huh?” said the general.

      The approaching men and sex ‘bots were not a threat, so there was no reason to continue watching them. However, there was no reason to turn back to the general either, especially as he was standing up and shouting, “Hey, that one is stumbling, don’t let him near my workstation.”

      A light beside the airlock door went orange, and a voice said, “Commencing liftoff lockdown sequence in thirty seconds.”

      One of the humans said, “We’ve got only minutes before we lose our liftoff window. Close the hatch.”

      “Squeak!” A small, furry creature raced through the airlock and dashed toward the ship.

      Squinting at the creature, 6T9 engaged his zoom and began counting the legs. “One, two, three, four, five…”

      The sex ‘bots all stopped mid-stride on the gangplank and turned around. “Is it a rat?” they said in unison. And then, “Yes, we must kill it!”  They charged toward the creature, the one sex ‘bot limping badly and lurching side to side behind the others. Dodging between their legs, the creature’s charge barely paused.

      “Get them back up here!” shouted the general.

      “Brothel ‘bots—” one of the humans started to say.

      Finishing his counting, 6T9 interrupted him. “Don’t kill it! It is a—”

      “My werfle!” shouted a human female, jumping through the airlock doors just before they whooshed behind her heels. She was very short and had wolf ears and wolf-like fur on the top of her head. 6T9’s circuits dimmed a bit with the recognition that she was probably a furry, and he was most likely unable to satisfy her. He noted she was wearing a pleather coat that was much too large for her. For some reason, just looking at it made his hand touch his torso again.

      “Awww…rad burns!” cursed one of the humans. “That critter is slippery.”

      “I’ll get it!” said Scrapper, about to pounce on the creature.

      “Don’t touch him! He’s venomous!” shouted the girl.

      Scrapper pulled back, eyes wide, and the werfle dashed toward the general.

      “Venomous?” screamed the general, dropping the handheld and dancing backward.

      The sex ‘bot with the limp hadn’t gotten as far down the plank and was the first back to the top. “I will kill the rat,” it said, knocking into a tall rolling tool cabinet and sending the contents spilling. The other new ‘bots tromped through the mess. Bits of electronics shattered, and one of the ‘bots tripped.

      “Stop them!” shouted the general.

      One of the new men shouted, “Brothel ‘bots freeze!” And the ten new ‘bots all froze in place, two of them crashing to the ground as their “freeze” position left them unbalanced.

      The werfle finally stopped its charge right beneath 6T9. It twined itself around his ankles and squeaked at the humans. It was pleasantly warm, but it was getting fur on his pants, which was against his grooming protocols. 6T9 bent down and cleaned his legs.

      “Kill it!” the general ordered him.

      Straightening and wiping his hands, 6T9’s brows drew together. “I am afraid I cannot kill a werfle, sir. Werfles eat rats. Eliza hated rats.”

      Dashing up the plank, the furry woman cried, “I’ll get him!” She ran toward 6T9, but at her approach, the werfle hopped into a large rectangular bin of ‘bot parts.

      “I am so sorry,” said the girl, rummaging through the ‘bot arms, legs, heads, and occasional bones. “He has never done this before.”

      The ship’s engines roared.

      “Will you help me?” the furry asked 6T9. She had a metal femur in her hand.

      “Certainly,” said 6T9, standing and going to lean over the box, the handheld computer still dangling from the cable inserted in his head. The human men kept their distance and shifted on their feet. Something behind him whined, and the girl gulped audibly. The air pressure changed, and the ship they were on rose and moved forward. The furry woman gulped again. Maybe she got space sick? Hearing a squeak, 6T9 bent further into the box, and something hit him on the back of his head, knocking him half into the pile of detached limbs.

      “Hey!” shouted one of the men.

      “Oops!” said the girl.

      6T9’s vision went briefly white, and then he found himself staring into the eyes of Carl Sagan. One of 6T9’s hands was touching his torso, searching, he now understood, for Eliza’s ashes that were in the front inside pocket of the jacket Volka was wearing. He couldn’t see the crew around him, but in a nanosecond, he comprehended all he had seen and heard. The whining noise had been the sound of the gangplank hatch closing. They were trapped inside the ship and pulling out of the dock. 6T9 had worked for “independent traders.” Most androids called them “pirates,” but it was more correct to call them fencers, movers, or receivers. They knowingly bought stolen goods and resold them, but they didn’t kidnap humans. This was a real pirate ship, and the general had logged in and almost wiped 6T9’s memory. They’d almost taken away his memories of Eliza. 6T9’s hands clenched the edges of the shipping container. On the planet Libertas, he’d been shot with a phaser blast. Its power had overwhelmed him, heated his body to the point of almost melting his hardware. He felt like that now. How had “white-hot rage” not been an idiom coined by an android?

      “Umm…” Volka whispered. “Are you…? We’re moving…”

      He heard the four pirates drawing closer.

      “Just reach in and grab the werfle,” the general ordered him.

      6T9’s Q-comm sparked hotter than his anger. He had to be smart about this. He wanted to rip the ethernet blocker off, but as soon as he did that, they’d know he was more than a dumb ‘bot. With his Q-comm, he was smart enough to stall. “I am not sure if it is a werfle or a rat,” 6T9 said. “I must count its legs.”

      Volka edged closer to him.

      “Dumb ‘bot, it’s the same werfle you saw earlier!” one of the men said, drawing closer, but not too close, the threat of Carl Sagan’s venom keeping him at bay.

      “One, two, three…”

      The ethernet blocked, his mind slipped to the only source of intel he could reach—the handheld still hardlinked into his port. 6T9 quickly changed the ethernet channel associated with Android_General1’s account to his own, and then his mind scrolled through all the other androids makes and serial numbers. There were 315 in the hold and more in other areas of the ship. All of them were under the command of Android_General1. Not all of them were sex ‘bots, and one had a serial number that ended in QC. 6T9 didn’t know the android personally, but he knew the make—it was a child android. The QC meant that it had come off the assembly line with a Q-Comm chip. For a second time, he thought his hardware might melt with his rage.

      “What’s wrong with him?”

      Using the handheld device as a local hub, 6T9 accessed the ship’s computer and almost cursed. The “general” would only be able to control the ship’s computer if the captain died.

      Resuming the count, 6T9 slowly slipped the handheld computer into his shirt so it couldn’t be flung around by his movements.

      “What are you doing, ‘droid? Get the werfle!”

      “Yes, sir,” 6T9 replied, but he ripped the internet blocker off his naked metal skull instead. His ethernet began to ping madly with Celeste’s number and the local time gate’s. Carl Sagan leaped into 6T9’s arms, and the werfle’s thoughts leaped into his mind. “Throw me on the nearest one!”

      6T9 threw the werfle at Scrapper. Stunners came out all around. “Take cover, Volka!” 6T9 shouted. She dashed into the forest of sex ‘bots beyond the repair station, and two men followed her. Scrapper cursed. Carl shouted in 6T9’s mind, “There are four more men on the bridge—” and then gave a squeak of fear as Scrapper tore the werfle from his neck and tossed him aside. Carl landed with a thunk, and Scrapper took a step toward 6T9, raising a weapon. It was a phaser, not a stunner, and a direct hit could destroy him and leave him nothing more than a memory in Time Gate 1’s servers. His Q-comm sparked, and 6T9 stepped toward Scrapper with inhuman speed. Grabbing the arm with the phaser
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