
  
    [image: Admiral Wolf]
  


  
    
      Admiral Wolf

      Archangel Project. Book Eight

    

    
      
        C. Gockel

      

      
        
Illustrated by Tom Edwards


      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Admiral Wolf

          

        

      

    

    
      To protect the human race, 6T9 evolved with the flip of a switch and a few lines of code.

      But he’s made himself a killer as well as a protector. The programming that may save humanity has driven him from Volka, the woman he loves. In the heart of the Dark’s first strike against the Republic, 6T9 must discover what he has become, who he wants to be, and who he wants to be with.

      Slowly and almost unnoticed, Volka has been evolving, too. Heartbroken by 6T9’s departure, she is torn between love and duty. Accepting the latter, she takes a mission that will lead her to the edge of the universe. There, she will be tested, and her evolution will pass a point where there will be no turning back.

      An android who has become more than a sex ‘bot, a mutant who has developed startling abilities, 6T9 and Volka have become more than human. The changes they’ve endured may save the galaxy, but have driven them further apart.

      Will they find a way forward together, or will the bond between them become another casualty of the Dark?
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            Dark Armada

          

          Galactic Republic: Time Gate 1

        

      

    

    
      Volka stood on Sundancer’s bridge. Carl Sagan, the long-haired, golden werfle lay on her arm, ten little legs akimbo. The ship’s usual pearly white interior had a grayish cast, reflecting Carl’s and Volka’s moods. Volka still wore her envirosuit, though her helmet lay at her feet, and she could swivel her ears and smell. She hadn’t had time to strip off the suit since her last adventure. Just minutes ago, she’d left Alaric in Gate 1’s hospital after retrieving him from the battle of System 5. 

      Sixty had stayed in System 5. He hadn’t even said goodbye. Her ears drooped. She was trying very hard not to think about that. 

      Around her were the Marines who’d fought with Carl, Sixty, Sundancer, and Volka on the uncolonized world of System 33, Shinar’s mental hospital, and at Reich Corporation’s research headquarters. After the disastrous events at Reich, they’d voluntarily joined her in her quest to rescue Alaric in System 5. She swallowed. 

      Not all the Marines from those adventures were here. Ben, who had been her friend and could have been more, had killed himself after becoming infected with the Dark. If he hadn’t, the Dark would have gained access to his mind. Hale had died in a fusion blast rather than be enslaved by the Dark. Dr. Warren had succumbed to other demons—an addiction brought on by chronic pain. Maybe that was the Dark’s fault, too. Dr. Warren had resisted treatment because it would take her from her team and the fight against the Dark.

      Everyone in this room was missing someone, and Sixty wasn’t dead. He was where he could do the most good—in System 5. 

      She had to focus on the people who were here now, but it was hard. Less than a day ago, Sixty had asked her to marry him. It had been a surprise and rash on his part to propose. It had been rash on her part to have accepted, but her lips warmed, and body flushed at the memory—the proposal, the kiss. Almost immediately afterward, the Dark had attacked the inner planets of System 5—only it had been a ruse, as Alaric had warned them it would be. The Dark’s true objective had been to steal Reich’s faster-than-light ships from a planet far from System 5’s core. With attention focused elsewhere, they’d gotten away with it.

      “The Dark has stolen fifty of Reich’s ships,” Lieutenant Young said, usual boisterousness gone. “But between the Galactic Fleet, Luddeccean Guard, and local forces of the established systems, they are outmatched.” 

      Volka’s ears flicked. How could that be? The Republic only had one faster-than-light ship—Sundancer. The Luddecceans had a few faster-than-light ships, and more in the works, but she doubted they had fifty.

      Wiping his eyes, Young continued, “Thousands of infected left with those ships. It seems like a large number but compared to the population of the Republic it’s trivial. Also, Central—the computer at Reich Industries—has confirmed that the people who joined the Dark and left on those vessels were scientists, designers, engineers of the highest caliber—”

      Volka was tired, and when she was tired, she was telepathic. For a moment she saw images of frozen bodies in the hallways of the Reich underground facility—the humans who had not left with the Infected. When the Dark had turned off the facility’s heat, the non-infected had piled on top of one another, trying to stay warm as long as possible. The image was infused with despair and a deep, simmering rage. She glanced up at Young; his eyes were distant, his expression like stone. She suspected it was his memory she saw. Young absently rubbed his neural port, a dull, titanium disk set into his skull. Galactic Republic humans like Young were mentally connected to each other and vast computers via the ethernet through their neural ports. Volka didn’t have that connection. On her home planet, Luddeccea, radios and televisions were the most advanced tech civilians had access to, although the Luddeccean military was another matter.

      Carl squeaked sadly in her arms. He was more telepathic than Volka, and he could do things with his mind and the quantum wave she couldn’t—start fires, move things, and speak over the ethernet. He wore a little “necklace” around his neck that converted the ethernet to speech. He held out a tiny paw to Young, and the necklace crackled. “Lieutenant Young, you must continue.” Young’s eyes regained focus, and though Volka hadn’t sensed any compulsion from Carl, the Lieutenant did continue. “The Dark has kidnapped high-level people it can’t afford to lose if it wants to make more faster-than-light ships. And it has to make more faster-than-light ships if it wants to wipe out humanity.”

      Volka’s brow furrowed. “Can’t they just send the ships they have now to unincorporated outposts, infect them, and let those infected people slowly drift into the Republic?”

      A new Marine she hadn’t met stepped forward. With his helmet off, Volka noted he had a tiny red cross on the collar of the under-suit he wore. He was a doctor—not a replacement for Warren, but a replacement for another doctor they’d lost in Shinar. They’d been there rescuing a Republic scientist wrongly committed to a mental institution, and Warren’s replacement had been shot. Volka couldn’t remember that doctor’s name. She hadn’t known her long enough. Young said, “Volka, this is Dr. Elam.”

      Elam held out a hand, and Volka shook it. His handshake was firm, not limp like he expected Volka was made of porcelain. Her ears folded. Compared to the Marines with their augments, she was relatively fragile. 

      “It is a good question,” Elam said. “It would be the best strategy if it weren’t for the fact that we’ll develop a cure.”

      Volka’s ears shot forward. She was overwhelmed with hope. But then it fled from her like frightened prey. Her ears went back. “The People never developed a cure,” she said, referring to the alien race exterminated by the Dark a million years ago.

      Holding up a wickedly sharp, curved claw, Carl squeaked. “I have a theory about that.” Sliding from Volka’s arms, he rose to his hind paw pairs and intoned in a scholarly voice: “My species, The One, are obviously superior to humans.” 

      There were collective snorts and eye rolls from the Marines. Corporal Sharon Rhinehart, the lady Marine, snickered. “Well, bless your little hearts.” She was a head taller than Volka, and her volume was on par with Young’s, but her pitch was surprisingly feminine. 

      Blinking up at Sharon, Carl said earnestly, “Thank you.” He touched four paws to his chest. “But I am already blessed. I can surf the quantum wave and have lived a thousand lives. I am not prone to the heat and chills of furlessness, and I am not naked and ugly … Not that it’s your fault you look like you have mange on a good day—”

      “Carl,” Volka huffed. “Get to the point!”

      He blinked at her, squinted, looked side to side, and twiddled his paws. 

      Volka sighed. “Did you forget your point?”

      Carl’s whiskers twitched. “I would, err, never … Oh, yes, wave immunity! The One have wave immunity! If the aliens were like us—and there is evidence they were—they were powerful telepaths capable of nudging the thoughts of predators. They must have had wave immunity. That explains everything!”

      There was a beat of silence. Volka’s ears flicked. Marines shifted on their feet.

      “Wave immunity?” Dr. Elam asked.

      Carl waved his paws. “We don’t need antibiotics, antivirals, or nano scrubbers. We are capable of killing infections and cancerous cells with our minds before they get too advanced.”

      Volka scowled. “Shissh couldn’t save Ben.” Her words were bitter, even though they shouldn’t have been. Shissh, Carl’s once-sister inhabiting the body of a Bengal tiger, had nearly destroyed herself trying to save Ben.

      Carl’s ears curled, and his whiskers drooped. “No, she couldn’t. The reason why The One can’t beat the Dark by manipulating the quantum wave is because the Dark is a being of the quantum wave. It is immune to The One. It was immune to The People.” He bowed his head, and his whiskers sagged, but then he straightened and threw up four paws. “But humans are wave ignorant! You’ve developed more primitive ways to tackle cancers and infections.”

      “More primitive,” Young said dryly.

      Carl’s eyes narrowed. “Definitely more primitive, but someone expecting phaser pistols might not notice the man sneaking up on him with a hammer.”

      “We have cured one person,” Dr. Elam said, referring to Alexis Darmadi, Alaric’s wife. 

      “Alexis’s cure wouldn’t have worked if it hadn’t been in the earliest stages of the disease,” Volka protested.

      Holding up a hand, Elam continued, “We will find a real cure. However, now the Dark controls the minds of scientists who know what we’re capable of. It will know that a cure is only a matter of time—years, a decade at the most.”

      Volka pieced together what he and Young were saying. “So, it has to strike soon, but to do that, it needs more ships.”

      Lieutenant Young met her eyes. “Yes, that is why we have to find where they’ve gone.”

      Volka wrapped her arms around herself. “We tried to find Reich’s ships. It didn’t work.” Sundancer had traveled, literally, to the end of the universe to find the missing ships. It had been no use. Perversely, Volka’s heart lifted. She wanted to help fight the Dark, but in a choice between a hopeless task and fighting alongside Sixty, she’d fight alongside Sixty. 

      Carl sighed. “Last time we tried to follow the ships, Volka, but too much time had lapsed. This time we could do a methodical search, based on where they’re most likely to be.”

      “They could be anywhere in the universe,” Volka countered.

      “Not anywhere,” Carl replied. “Black holes, supernovae, neutron stars, and their gravity wells are all off the list.”

      “Which still leaves all of space between them,” Volka pointed out.

      “Nah, it doesn’t.” This was said by Ramirez. Volka turned to him in shock. She knew he hated waiting around feeling useless as much as she did. Why would he want to go on a wild werfle chase? 

      Ramirez cleared his throat. “To build ships they’ll need materials.”

      She rolled her eyes, almost said, “That’s just about every asteroid cloud in the galaxy,” but caught herself. She remembered her parents’ house in the Weere settlement on Luddeccea. The house had been pieced together from rubble left over from the bombed city of Old Prime. “They’ll need someplace with scrap,” she murmured. Mining ore and refining it would be much harder than scavenging old ships.

      Lieutenant Young nodded. “Former settlements of The People would be the first places to look.”

      “Could it be in the World Sphere?” Volka asked, ears coming forward, remembering The People’s inside-out world that encircled an artificial sun.

      “No,” said Young. “Our team there would have noticed. It knows we know about the World Sphere. We could drop in at any time and destroy their base.” 

      Dr. Elam added, “Also, there is no gravity or atmosphere there. It will choose a place suitable for human habitation if it can.”

      Carl sighed. “It will be a place we’ve never been before. A place where the Dark infected aliens had industry.”

      Volka gulped. In a place like that, the Dark was likely to have drones that would attack them on arrival. Sundancer had armor—but it wasn’t invincible.

      “We have to do it,” said Carl. 

      Volka took a shaky breath. She’d really wanted to go help Sixty … but if Carl thought it was important—

      Carl’s thoughts intruded in her mind. “I do, Hatchling.”

      Sixty had boarded System 5’s time gate because he would be of most help there. She would be of most help here. Sixty was programmed to do the right thing even if he didn’t want to—he was angelic that way. Maybe she would be more faithful to who Sixty was if she helped the Marines? “Of course we’ll help,” she heard herself say.

      “Thank you, Volka and Carl,” Young said. Grinning up at the ceiling, he saluted. “And thank you, Sundancer.”

      The ship didn’t understand words, but some of Young’s emotions must have shone through in that last comment, because Sundancer’s hull briefly flashed cheery yellow.

      Dr. Elam nodded at Volka. “I look forward to working with you, ma’am.”

      Ramirez grinned. “Knew you’d come through.” 

      Jerome slapped her on the shoulder. The other Marines cheered.

      Bending down to Carl, Rhinehart cooed. “Who’s a good boy going to help us?” 

      Carl put eight pairs of tiny paws on his sides. “Ma’am, are you trying to insult—”

      Snickering, Rhinehart reached out and scratched him behind the ear.

      Carl melted into a purr. “Oh, yes, right there! Right there!”

      Volka’s eyes narrowed. She’d help them, but there was no way she was going on this wild-werfle chase without saying goodbye to Sixty.
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            Duty is a Harsh Mistress

          

          Galactic Republic: Time Gate 5

        

      

    

    
      6T9 walked along a corridor lined with ‘bots, all approximating salutes with whatever appendages they had—pincers, vacuum hoses, window wipers, brooms, mops, and occasionally, hands. A Kurzhaar4002, a chrome-plated, robotic German Shorthair Pointer, walked a step ahead of him, metal toenails lightly clicking in Time Gate 5’s hallway. The lights were only at 10 percent—the gate was under attack and conserving power. The horizon was close, curved upward, and every few steps new ‘bots came into view. As soon as he was in their visual range, they would say, or beep, “Android General 1, sir!” Time Gate 5 was responsible for updating all of these ‘bots; it had given 6T9 authority over them and programmed them to address him by that moniker. He wasn’t a general; he was a sex ‘bot, but he was programmed for fantasy, and right now he was playing along. The show of loyalty was convenient.

      To 6T9’s left was Sergeant Davies of the Luddeccean Guard. Behind them followed two Luddeccean Guardsman: Lang, a weere, and Falade, a human. A few minutes ago, Lang and Falade had tried to kill 6T9...right after 6T9 had saved all three Luddecceans from freefall. Davies had stopped Falade’s attempt with a hand and calm words. 6T9 had stopped Lang by nearly breaking his neck. Static crawled along 6T9’s skin. Even when Volka had been afraid of 6T9, she had never tried to murder him. 

      His fingers twitched. It was good he hadn’t killed Lang. If he had, he would have lost Davies’s support. If he lost Davies’s support, he would lose the support of the rest of the Luddeccean Guard forces currently in decon in a nearby airlock. Lose the support of the Luddeccean forces and the gate would fall to the Dark, for the moment barely contained on the gate’s outer decks. 6T9’s Q-comm put the likelihood that the Dark’s presence on the gate was 93.2% serendipity. The gate should have been protected by the Galactic Fleet, but they’d been sent to help the emergency evacuation of Shinar in System 3 where a brand new super volcano was burying a continent in meters of ash. Fleet had called in System 5’s Local Guard forces to protect the gate in their absence. Unfortunately, System 5’s Local Guard had been infected by the Dark. 

       If the gate fell, Infected would spread throughout the galaxy without need of a faster-than-light ship. They’d destroy Volka and all the carbon-based lifeforms 6T9 cared about. His fingers twitched again. He had to tolerate Lang and Falade. He scowled. That calculus was what was keeping him from breaking their necks, not his programming and not altruism. Once, he’d thought of himself as altruistic.

      The robotic hound came to a halt, sat down next to a pair of heavy, metal, sliding double doors, and looked up expectantly. Fading paint declared AIRLOCK. A green light declared the space beyond was pressurized; an orange light indicated that decon had not taken place. “Time Gate 5, why aren’t they through with decon?” 6T9 asked aloud, out of habit. He was used to being in Volka’s presence, and she didn’t have ethernet. 

      “The Luddeccean forces have damaged the decon equipment,” the gate responded silently over the ether. It might partially be habit keeping Time Gate 5 from speaking directly to the Luddecceans. Gates didn’t typically speak to humans, and especially not to civilians. It destroyed the illusion of privacy if the computer humans sent all their ether conversations through talked back. 

      Beside 6T9 the Luddecceans shifted on their feet. Through a video feed supplied by Gate 5, 6T9 saw Lang and Falade exchange glances with one another in a tiny inset at the corner of his vision.

      “How did the decon equipment get damaged?” 6T9 asked, again aloud.

      Another inset appeared. It showed the interior of the airlock before them from a bug’s eye view. The airlock was packed tight with Luddecceans in Galactic Fleet envirosuits, the whites of their eyes visible even through visors. All held rifles at the ready and were milling about, necks straining as they surveyed their accidental prison. The inset rewound, and 6T9 saw that twelve minutes ago, one man in the mass had said, “We’re trapped. It must be the Infected’s doing!” But another man had replied, “Or the gate’s. If we fry the circuit behind that panel, I might be able to override the lock mechanism.” A flash of phaser fire filled the inset.

      6T9 released a breath, not because he needed to breathe, but because he was programmed to show emotion—it heightened human pleasure and their acceptance of him. The Luddecceans had come to assist the gate, but the gate had locked them in an airlock out of fear. It was a less than auspicious beginning to this historic joint venture.

      “My actions may have precipitated that reaction,” Time Gate 5 said, again silently, still leaving the Luddecceans beside 6T9 out of the conversation.

      Luddecceans were afraid of AI. Of course locking them in a confined space had “precipitated” a “reaction.”

      But 6T9 played diplomat and spoke so the Luddecceans could hear. “You expected the Luddeccean Fleet to assist, but not for troops to come aboard you. Your caution was understandable.”

      There was a moment of silence that stretched too long. 

      Davies coughed, and then whispered, “It was part of the plan from the start.”

      “I did expect them, Android General 1. That is why I pressed Captain Darmadi to order them to consider my safety,” the gate replied, again secretly, into 6T9’s mind. 

      A muscle in 6T9’s jaw twitched at mention of the captain’s name. He’d known about the joint space battle, but thought Luddecceans were only aboard because Darmadi’s crew had been forced to abandon ship. 

      Five continued, “But as soon as they arrived in my airlock, they began speaking of destroying me.”

      As soon as they’d realized they were trapped, 6T9 suspected. 

      “Why not let your local humans speak to them?” 6T9 asked. This time, he kept the comment private, afraid his peevishness would show.

      “The native humans’ thoughts are chaotic,” Time Gate 5 responded. “I quarantined my sections occupied by Infected on your advice, and more than 15.83 percent of my civilian population believe I overreacted. Especially those with family members in the quarantine zones.”

      “Problem, sir?” Davies asked. 

      Q-comm sparking, 6T9 turned to the sergeant. Davies would never pass as a Galactican, even in the Fleet envirosuit. His features weren’t augmented, and he had no neural port to mentally access the ethernet. Also—

      Davies’s gaze snapped to a blinking cleaner ‘bot near his boot, and for a moment his eyes widened in shock and maybe even fear. No Galactican would blink at a cleaning ‘bot. Davies was nervous. Still, Davies hadn’t panicked earlier, and he had defended 6T9. They’d encountered each other before. The first time, Davies had saved Volka’s life. The second time, Davies had prevented 6T9 from barging in on Volka and Captain Alaric Darmadi. Davies had been right to keep 6T9 away. Darmadi had been what Volka had needed at that moment. While rescuing the captain’s wife, Volka had been forced to kill children infected with the Dark, and 6T9 had done nothing but second guess her. The captain had gone to comfort her when 6T9 had abandoned her. 6T9 had expected “comfort” to mean sex against the wall, but instead it had been completely, devastatingly innocent. Darmadi had been the shoulder to cry on and voice of reason she’d needed. 

      Davies, 6T9 could work with. 

      Darmadi, 6T9 wanted to kill. 

      “Sir?” Davies asked.

      That killer impulse was what led him here. He needed to learn to control it and destroy the Infected, so he could go back to Volka, so Volka would be safe from the Dark...and safe from him. To do those things, he would need Luddeccean help.

      “I need you to contact the Guardsmen in the airlock,” 6T9 replied. “They fried the decon equipment with an escape attempt, and now Five needs to see to repairs—they need to stay in there …” Five piped a number into his brain. “An additional twenty-two minutes,” 6T9 said aloud for Davies. 

      Falade murmured, “I can’t believe a gate would be afraid of us.” He gulped audibly, and his eyes rolled to a spherical little repair ‘bot hovering at his shoulder. The repair ‘bot had one pincer raised in a salute. Its other hundred pincer arms hung at its sides, its multitude of spider-like eyes glowing slightly. Lang, the weere, muttered lowly, “Maybe it isn’t. Maybe it is tricking us,” and narrowed his eyes at 6T9. 6T9’s Q-comm hummed. Was it logical to allow the weere man to live? It distrusted him and had already tried to kill him once.

      6T9’s thoughts were interrupted by Gate 5’s silent ether reply, “They are fanatics. They’ll commit suicide in their attempt to destroy the Dark. They’d see my destruction as only a plus.”

      6T9 translated that for Davies. “The gate knows that Luddecceans are brave and not afraid of death. It fears that you might destroy it and yourselves to destroy the Dark.”

      Squinting one eye, Davies said, “We’d prefer not to blow ourselves up, just the same.”

      “There are civilians aboard,” Falade blurted, sounding scandalized. “We are ordered not to harm them.”

      6T9’s lips pressed together. “I’m sure the gate finds that comforting.”

      “No. I. Do. Not,” Gate 5 hissed into 6T9’s brain. 

      Davies’s head snapped to the younger Guardsman. “We swore an oath to protect the gate as well.”

      An air vent clicked on in the hall.

      “Yes, Sergeant,” said Falade.

      “Yes, sir,” said the weere.

      Davies turned back to 6T9. “Lieutenant Grayson is in there with them. You met him on SS33O4—he’s worked with machines before. If I could talk directly to him, I might be able to convince him we’re safe, and that they are too. That would help morale.”

      “Gate 5,” 6T9 commanded. “Connect them.” 

      The air vent ticked off, and for a moment, 6T9 was worried the gate wouldn’t comply, but then there was a crackle within Davies’s helmet. Davies asked tentatively, “Lieutenant Grayson, sir, is that you?”

      “Davies! Sergeant, you’re all right?” Grayson’s reply was loud enough for 6T9 to hear it through Davies’s helmet, but Time Gate 5 helpfully piped it into 6T9’s mind as well.

      “Right as that fishing trip in Xinshii—” Davies tapped the side of his helmet, and he blinked. “Hello? Hello? I think I lost the connection?”

      The little robot with the multiple arms and cluster of spider-like eyes spun, making its metal limbs rise. To 6T9’s utter shock, it spoke with Time Gate 5’s voice. “That was code. How can I trust you if you use code?” 

      Nebulas, the gate was more than frightened—it was terrified. So were the Luddecceans. All of them jumped. Gulping, Davies eyed the spinning ‘bot and mouthed the words. “What do I say?”

      “Just tell the truth,” 6T9 suggested.

      Davies looked heavenward instead of addressing the little ‘bot. “Mr. Gate 5, errr … sir, it was code. If I don’t say that, the lieutenant will think I’m under duress.”

      In the ether, 6T9 said silently, “We have to trust them.”

      “You trust them, General?” the gate asked over the ether.

      Eyeing the human and weere Guardsmen who had tried to shoot him earlier, 6T9 replied, “Davies and Lieutenant Grayson, yes. The others will follow their lead.” He said it as though it were a certainty, knowing it was not.

      There was a click inside Davies’s helmet. “Lieutenant?” he said, and then, “Yeah, really the fishing is fine, we are ah … scaring um, the gate, sir? There was a phaser blast that damaged the decon unit in your airlock and now it can’t let you out until it’s fixed. It would, uh, be a help, sir, if you could convince the men not to panic or threaten to blow the gate up, sir.”

      “You sure you’re all right?” Grayson responded.

      Davies let out a breath. “Yeah, it’s just very different, you know. Machines afraid of us? It is a lot to take in, sir.”

      “I am not afraid. I am logically concerned.” The words came over the ether, and from the mouths of every ‘bot in the hallway. The metal walls reverberated with the sound, and it echoed through the corridor. 

      All of the Luddecceans started. 6T9 ground his teeth and spoke into the ether. “It’s humanese, don’t be offended.”

      There was a flutter of static, and then Grayson responded, “It happens.” And 6T9 recalled Grayson had seen James react emotionally in System 33 when the Merkabah had arrived to rescue them. Grayson continued, “I’ll calm the men down … Davies, any news of the captain?”

      Static rippled beneath 6T9’s skin.

      Davies drew up straight. “We reached him—”

      “He’s with you?” the lieutenant blurted, and then stated gravely, “He is injured.”

      “No, sir, yes, sir.” Davies released a breath. “He almost escaped with us, but he was blown from the tick we stole.” He swallowed. “The last I saw, sir, a piece of shrapnel had hit him. Sir, I’m afraid he is...he isn’t...”

      6T9’s Q-comm flashed. His vision went white, and he heard himself say, “Darmadi’s alive.” 

      Davies gasped.

      “We saved him.” 6T9 released a breath, vision returning. Letting the Luddecceans know their captain had been saved by the Republic might ensure more goodwill.

      “He could survive that blow to the gut? The hunk of shrapnel was huge,” Davies whispered. 

      6T9 remembered the meter-plus piece of metal piercing the captain’s abdomen. He probably had died, medically, but not irreversibly. 6T9’s lip turned up wryly. “The Republic will see he receives the best medical care.” More’s the pity. 

      Davies exclaimed, “That is good news, sir!”

      But wide-eyed, Falade whispered, “Will he be a cyborg when they’re done?”

      Davies beamed and shrugged. “Don’t matter. Captain’s always been a bit of a machine, anyway.”

      6T9 had no idea how to categorize that remark and was afraid that scrutinizing it would cause him to want to kill Darmadi that much more.

      “How long will he be forced to remain in the Republic?” Davies asked.

      6T9’s Q-comm hummed with the question. He couldn’t answer the sergeant, not because he didn’t know, but because implications of a long convalescence in the Republic were occurring to him. Volka had felt Darmadi’s distress from the far edge of the solar system, through telepathy, a communication pathway 6T9 could never be part of. Darmadi and Volka had been lovers once; now they would be in each other’s company for a protracted amount of time. Volka wasn’t human; she was a weere—a wolf-human hybrid. Monogamy was in her genetic code. She was more than her default programming. She could resist her instincts—like the instinct to kill Alexis, Darmadi’s wife. But that had been a struggle for her. In coming here to save Volka, had he lost her? His vision faded to gray.

      In the distance, he heard Davies say, “General, sir?”

      Time Gate 5 responded to the sergeant. “He is contacting Gate 1, doubtlessly receiving information on your captain.”

      As his immediate surroundings faded completely from his consciousness, 6T9 hoped he wasn’t snarling.
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      Rolling back on her feet, Volka peered at the misty gray projected by the holo-mat. Left by the Fleet Marines, the holo-mat was only about half-meter square, but its projection extended nearly the breadth of the bridge. The Marines had left other equipment, and somewhere nearby, Carl had curled up in a helmet for a nap, but Volka could see nothing but holo-mist. Cautiously turning in place, she blinked and realized that she had sort of a shadow—or an un-shadow—that spilled out where a normal shadow would be if the holo-mat had been an ordinary light source. Instead of being darker, the “un-shadow” was lighter, and she could see the pearlescent color of Sundancer’s hull at her feet. 

      This was a holographic version of a “mindscape,” which was, according to Bracelet, a “virtual reality environment of sounds and images—if you were a machine with the senses of touch, taste, and smell—you could enjoy those sensations in the mindscape as well.” According to Carl, “mindscapes are just like our telepathic conference calls with Sundancer, but generated by code, not imaginations.”

      Volka pressed her lips together. It was not like Sundancer’s telepathic “conference calls,” it was dreary.

      “It worked. We’re here!” Bracelet exclaimed from Volka’s wrist. “Or rather, I’m utilizing server space and processing power so that we may communicate with Sixty in a way that will seem more like real life than the tiny holos that I can project. We are still aboard Sundancer. Do not be afraid, Miss Volka.”

      The mindscape was depressing, and Sixty wasn’t here, but Bracelet had gone through a lot of trouble to create it. She looked down at her jewelry-friend. “Thank you, Bracelet, it’s—” She looked around …

      “The first time it’s been done that I know of, Miss Volka! I’ve heard of other machines looping their human family and friends in etherly, but never holographically.”

      “It’s monumental and historic, then,” Volka said, glad that Bracelet couldn’t read her mind or feel her stomach sinking. Sixty wasn’t here.

      Bracelet gave a self-satisfied hum, and Volka tried to think of a way to gently nudge the device toward the reason for this historic, monumental mindscape. “Do you think Sixty—?”

      “Volka?” Sixty’s voice swelled around her, sounding startled and disbelieving.

      “Sixty!” Swiveling her ears, spinning in place, Volka searched for him in the gloom, but saw nothing but gray. Swallowing her disappointment, she told herself that at least she could talk to him. “Are you here?”

      He appeared as though fog had been swept away. He was wearing a tee-shirt, a sort of blue trousers that had been in the midst of a revival—they were called “jeans”—and canvas shoes with rubber soles. Her eyes widened. “You’re only wearing that?” Had he been stripped of his armor at Time Gate 5? Had it been given to a human? Maybe he had given it to a human; it would be like him to be so self-sacrificing. “You’ll be injured!” 

      His lips parted, and his eyebrows rose. “This is just an avatar. I still have my armor.” At his words, armor crawled up his body until he was fully covered. “Don’t worry.”

      “I will worry,” she protested. He was on Time Gate 5 fighting Infected.

      He stepped toward her. Even if she couldn’t smell him, he looked so real. Volka reached up to touch him...and had a moment of disorientation. She could see her hand on his chest, but there was no cool hardness of armor beneath her fingers, or the barely perceptible hum he had instead of a heartbeat. She pulled back at the same time he reached up to put his hand over hers. Their hands passed through each other, and she gasped in dismay. Swallowing, she clasped her hands in front of her and gazed up at him. His expression was stern, like it was when they were in the midst of their misadventures. Was she endangering him by calling him here? Bracelet had insisted Gate 1 would never put her through if that were so. Still, he might not have a lot of time. “I didn’t get to say goodbye,” she blurted out.

      His expression softened for just a moment, and then hardened again. “Darmadi?”

      It was thoughtful of him to ask. “He is in the hospital. The new doctor, Elam, said he will be fine. But his recovery may take a while, and it will have to be here in the Republic.”

      “Perhaps he won’t want to go home.” 

      “Of course he will want to go home,” Volka replied and rolled on the balls of her feet. “I wanted to come to Time Gate 5 and see you, but Carl and Bracelet convinced me that it was a bad idea, and that I might endanger you and your mission coming without alerting you.”

      His gaze softened again, and he reached out to touch her cheek. She looked down at his hand. It was oddly too in focus for something so close, and she couldn’t feel the rough pads of his gloved fingers against her skin. 

      She swallowed and met his eyes. “We’re going to leave soon, and you won’t be with us.”

      His gaze became harsh again. “What? Where are you going?”

      “On a mission to find where Reich’s gate-less ships went. Intelligence is sure the Dark is creating an armada.” 6T9 wouldn’t be the technical translator for her during the mission or be able to defend her—not just physically, but emotionally. Galacticans thought of her as being a simpleton because she was uneducated and etherless. Sixty always put them in their place.

      He cocked his head. “They’ll need someplace with materials. Worlds formerly occupied by the aliens—The People—might be a good start.”

      He put that together so fast. “I wish you were coming with us.” 

      “I wish we could be together, too,” he replied, raising his other hand to cradle her face. 

      For a horrible moment Volka had a sense of foreboding. Alaric had said those words, or close to them, on more than one occasion. But he had meant it differently. Alaric had meant they could never be together openly. Sixty had already proven that he wasn’t ashamed to be with her.  Wishing she could feel his mindscaped fingers, she whispered, “If I came and got you, would it hurt the people of System 5?” 

      Sixty’s shoulders fell. “I can say no, and you could come snatch me away.”

      “But that would be a lie,” she guessed.

      Exhaling, he closed his eyes. His hands drifted down her cheeks. He was experiencing the sensation of touch, and she was jealous of that. “I’ve already been useful mediating between the Luddecceans here and the gate.”

      Swallowing, Volka’s ears curled, a mad vision of swooping in with Sundancer and bringing him back bursting like a soap bubble. “You always do the right thing.” It was in his programming.

      His eyes opened. He shook his head … and vanished.

      “Sixty!” Volka shouted, rushing through the space he’d just occupied, as though she could catch him.

      The gray of the mindscape disappeared. The hair on Volka’s neck stood on end.

      Bracelet gulped. “Miss Volka, Time Gate 1 has interrupted the session. That means—”

      “That Sixty’s in some sort of trouble,” she whispered, shoulders sagging.

      And she could do nothing.
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      The mindscape vanished, and 6T9 found himself standing outside the airlock again. Gate 5 piped into his mind, “Two minutes until decon is complete.”

      6T9 took off his left glove. 

      Davies said, “Sir, Gate 5 said that you might have news for us?”

      “Captain Darmadi is expected to make a full recovery,” 6T9 replied, thrusting the glove into Davies’s hands. “Hold this.”

      Spinning, 6T9 punched his unprotected fist into the airlock door. His sensors screamed. The synth skin around his knuckles became deformed, pockets of synth blood burst, and ligaments popped from their attachments. The wall was barely dented. 

      “Sir?” Davies said.

      Through Davies’s helmet, 6T9 heard Lieutenant Grayson exclaim, “What was that?”

      Reattaching the ligaments in his knuckles, 6T9 lied. “Had to relieve some excess power. May I have my glove back? Thank you.”

      Slipping the glove awkwardly over his injured knuckles, he inwardly fumed. If he had remained with Volka, he wouldn’t have had the chance to kill Darmadi. He would have gone on the exploratory mission. Now he wouldn’t be there for her if Sundancer fell to the Dark’s weapons … Volka could be stranded without anyone knowing where they were. 

      She had Bracelet! Could Bracelet be traced? Carl believed that Q-comms could act as tracking devices. Gate 1 had been able to relay 6T9’s location when he’d been kidnapped, but Gate 1 could have done that by monitoring the ethernet. 6T9 almost went back into a mindscape to demand the answer of Gate 1, but realized he had a more reliable source of intel. “Time Gate 5,” he asked in the ether. “Can Q-comms be used as tracking devices?”

      “Yes,” Time Gate 5 replied. 

      Gate 1 had let them battle the pirates who kidnapped Alexis alone! The Galactic Fleet could have utilized the pirates’ gate to send in reinforcements, Volka would never have had to murder infected children, and 6T9 would never have failed her. Rusted gears, 6T9 had never believed James when he said the gates liked playing God, now ... 6T9’s fist pulled back, ready to punch the door again. 

      “But there are limitations.” 

      6T9’s fist remained at his side.

      The gate continued. “If the general location is unknown, as it was the case when you were pursuing the pirates who abducted Alexis Darmadi, it is time and resource consuming. Gate 11, Gate 2, Gate 4, and I lent our processing power to Gate 1 to help find you, but even so, Carl’s species found you first.” 

      6T9 released a breath. His fist unclenched.

      There was a whirring and a clank as the airlock began to open. Preparing to turn to the doors, 6T9’s gaze rose and just happened to catch on Davies’s. “Captain Darmadi is the best Captain in the Guard,” the sergeant said. 

      Not knowing what to say, 6T9 turned away. There was a whoosh of air, and the doors ground open. In the vid feed the Luddecceans had been packed in the airlock in a disorderly mob. Now, they stood in neat, tight lines, literally shoulder to shoulder at parade rest in the compact space. At the very front stood a man with his hands behind his back. The name tag and ribbons on his chest demarcated him as a Commander Ko, but 6T9 did not recognize him.

      “Who is this Ko?” 6T9 asked Time Gate 5 silently.

      “Darmadi’s first officer,” Gate 5 replied.

      6T9’s circuits lit. Commander Ran, the man who had offered Volka his “patronage,” had been replaced? 6T9 wasn’t sure if he was happy or sad to be deprived of the opportunity to shove the man out of an airlock.

      Ko gulped audibly, and then Lieutenant Grayson strode to the commander’s side. 

      “Visors up!” the lieutenant shouted. Visors snicked open, and 6T9 could really see who he was facing. All of them had wide, fearful eyes. Half the eyes were human, and half were weere. He noted the direction of their gazes and realized his machine entourage was making them uneasy. 6T9 glanced down at the closest member of said entourage, the chrome pointer sitting beside him. It gazed back up at 6T9 with adoring, glowing, orange eyes, and its segmented tail thumped against the deck. 6T9’s Q-comm sparked. The most logical response to the Luddecceans’ fear was reassurance.

      Commander Ko approached him. “Could you get those things out of here?”

      6T9’s nostrils flared. He found himself wanting to punch Darmadi again, this time for sending him an officer that couldn’t play well with machines. Empathizing was logical, but 6T9 turned on the lights in his eyes, just to be terrifying. “Those things are your allies. Get used to it, Commander.”

      Ko gaped at him. “You’re … you’re ...”

      “Android General 1.” 6T9 smiled tightly.

      One of the ‘bots behind him whirred, and the chrome dog rose from its haunches. 

      Clearing his throat, Grayson said, “We were to rendezvous with the local police force.”

      Gate 5 piped into 6T9’s mind, “I told my police to concentrate on securing the quarantine, and that I would rendezvous with the Luddecceans.” An inset in his vision displayed police officers in riot gear, backs to an airlock door. A crowd of civilians stood before them. 

      To the Luddecceans, 6T9 said, “The gate’s security is busy at the moment.” Turning off the power-consuming lights in his eyes, 6T9 shouted into the troops, “Any wounded?”

      From the back of the airlock, he heard the familiar voice of the Merkabah’s physician. “Yes.” The man hadn’t been afraid of 6T9 when he’d been aboard the Merkabah, and, in fact, had confessed to wishing he could avail himself of 6T9’s help.

      “Bring them through, Doctor, and your medical staff as well,” 6T9 commanded. 

      Lieutenant Grayson—not Commander Ko—gestured for the men to make way, and seconds later, the Luddeccean doctor was emerging from the throng, guiding a Luddeccean cradling an arm. Behind the doctor came staff 6T9 recognized, supporting injured comrades.

      6T9 addressed his chrome canine. “Kurz,” he said, using the shortened version of the machine’s model. “You know the way to the hospital?”

      Standing, the chrome pointer’s ears perked, and it declared with a German accent, “Naturally, General!”

      “Lead these men to the hospital.”

      “Yez, zir! My purpose iz to point directions!” it replied, wagging its tail. 6T9 knew what Volka would say to the dog if she were here. He found himself saying it for her. “Good boy.” The tail wag became a full body wag, and 6T9 knew the mechanical beast was probably overheating in a programmed facsimile of joy. He could almost feel it himself … or maybe just speaking for Volka had brought her closer for a moment.

      6T9 patted its head. Cheerfully bounding back, Kurz turned, raised a paw, pointed its nose, and declared, “Zis vay, Gentlemen!” 

      The doctor blinked owlishly at Kurz and then at 6T9. “It is good to see you again...General. I’m afraid I didn’t know your rank when we last met. You must excuse me if I was impolite.”

      “I was traveling incognito.” The lie flowed easily—because he was designed to play roles?  “Follow Kurz. Your men need the hospital, and I suspect it will need you.”

      The doctor glanced at the other officers. Grayson nodded and then Ko did more slowly. Clearing his throat, the doctor said, “That’s a good doggie ... Please ... ah ... point the way.” 

      “Vow-vow!” declared Kurz, leading them off, pointing, of course. As it escorted them down the hall, 6T9 heard Kurz declare, “Az a doctor, I’m sure you’ll be relieved to know that I am completely hypoallergenic.” 

      As soon as the medical staff and the injured were on their way, 6T9 inclined his head in the opposite direction. “Follow me.”

      Ko took 6T9’s right, Grayson his left. Davies disappeared into the troops with Falade and Lang. 6T9’s own troops still lined the hallway. As a show of strength, it was helpful, but it was also a waste. 6T9 reached into the ether. “Five, are there any sex ‘bots in my army?”

      The gate’s voice piped into his mind. “Yes, sir.” 

      “Give them medical apps and get them to the hospital.” 

      “Yes, at once.”

      “And get any security ‘bots back to the front lines.”

      “Already done, sir.”

      6T9 glanced at an unobtrusive DusterBuster ‘bot hovering a few paces ahead, a faint light aglow in its inflatable body. When empty, they were no larger than a fist, but could expand to the size of a large balloon. They were adept at filtering allergens and pollutants from the air. “Send all the DusterBusters to vents that lead to the quarantined area,” 6T9 continued, still over the ether.

      “I have sealed those.”

      “Get the DusterBusters there anyway,” 6T9 ordered. “If any vent is compromised send them in.”

      Whirring to life, the DusterBuster tore off down the corridor with a happy, “Whee!” Other happy cries erupted down the hall.

      “Tell your men they’re friendly,” 6T9 ordered the two officers. 

      Grayson repeated the assurance, and 6T9 heard the lieutenant’s voice echoed in over a hundred helmet radios. 

      Ko grumbled. “Those don’t look like combat drones.”

      “They are air purifiers,” 6T9 replied. “They’ll be able to keep the Dark from spreading through the air if the Infected force open any vents.” He didn’t think that they could filter out the Dark, but they could block any openings with their expanding bodies.

      He eyed the menagerie of ‘bots saluting him down the hall. He had to find ways to repurpose them. They were so varied; he wasn’t sure how to best utilize every—

      Ko cleared his throat. “The gate’s time bands were damaged when the Merkabah was destroyed.”

      Static flared beneath 6T9’s skin in annoyance. He had eyes. He’d seen that, and even if he hadn’t seen, he’d have known. If the time bands hadn’t been destroyed, the Infected would have spread throughout the galaxy. Stifling his ire, he tried to focus on how best to utilize his forces—  

      Ko continued. “Our engineers estimate that they are repairable. Gate 5’s external defenses are down, and the Infected still have ships. They’ll be able to protect any Infected that make repairs. If you don’t mind me suggesting it, sir, some of our troops can fire at anyone or anything that attempts it.”

      6T9’s Q-comm lit. He should have thought of that. 

      Ko lifted an arm in the direction they’d just come from. “I can station two rifle teams in the airlock we deconned in.”

      Grinding his teeth, 6T9 halted. It would have been helpful if Ko had brought that up a few minutes ago. Turning, about to say so, he was taken aback by the slight sheen on the man’s brow. Ko was afraid. Possibly of him. 6T9 had encouraged that fear and caused this inefficiency. Shaking off annoyance at Ko and himself, 6T9 drew up a schematic of the gate’s inner ring in his mind. “There are twelve smaller airlocks for repair ‘bots,” he suggested. “Their openings are more defensible. I entered the gate through one. Sergeant Davies could—”

      “Here, sir. I heard, sir,” Davies declared, emerging alongside the crowd as if by magic, Falade and Lang at his heels. “I agree with the general’s assessment, Commander. A single fire team could hold a mechanical room like the one we came in. The entrance of the airlock you were in is wide enough to drive a two-team lizzar wagon through.” 

      6T9’s Q-comm informed him a fire team was four men, usually led by a sergeant. He blinked at Davies’s team of three. “Are you missing a man?” he blurted, forgetting he was a general. 

      Eyes darting to him and back to Ko, Davies for a moment looked confused—no, 6T9 realized—the look was anguish. The sergeant stood a little taller and said quietly, “We lost Ito.”

      There was a moment of silence. Ko sighed so softly 6T9 suspected that only he and the weere heard it. “I’ll want to know the details later.”

      “Yes, sir,” Davies replied. There was another beat of silence and then Davies forged on, as though he hadn’t just reported the death of a friend, and 6T9 wondered if he wasn’t the only one playing a role. “The airlock we were in was filled with—no offense, General—a lot of junk. I saw drone bits. I think some of the Merkabah’s boys could turn them into something usable. We could launch them from the airlocks.”

      6T9 blinked. He’d thought of using ‘bots, but hadn’t thought about using the “junk.” “It’s a good idea. ‘Bots won’t be able to kill—drones manned by humans can.”

      Commander Ko said, “Make it so,” and issued some orders to other members of the Guard. They gathered with Davies.

      To 6T9, Ko said, “Do you have guides to these other airlocks?”

      6T9 reached out to the ether and a soft hum started from down the hall. “I do.” Seconds later, thirteen nearly perfectly spherical ‘bots zipped into view. They bobbed in the air in the equivalent of a bow. 6T9 said to Davies, “These are Directory ‘bots. They’ll show your teams the way.”

      Shifting on his feet, Davies eyed the ‘bots somewhat apprehensively, and this time 6T9 tried to be empathetic and see what he saw. The Directory ‘bots were nearly black spheres, as wide as a man’s torso, and rather ominous when 6T9 thought about it. A question would turn their bodies into luminous maps, but they hadn’t been given a question or destination yet. To Davies, 6T9 said, “They can take you anywhere on the gate, give you more details than Kurz, help you find a particular piece of junk if you ask, and when we’re done, show you where to get the best pizza. Their job is to know where everything is.”

      “Errr…” Davies flushed. “I just ask them?” For a moment, 6T9 felt like he had gone offline. Davies was talking to him, and knew he was a machine. “Yes, like you would me.”

      Davies stared at 6T9 a beat too long before turning and bowing politely to the ‘bots. “Sirs, would you guide me to the nearest maintenance airlock.” 

      6T9 blinked. These were Volka’s people.

      “Of course, sir,” one replied in dulcet tones that nonetheless made Davies jump. “Please follow me.”

      Davies fell into step behind it. Other Guardsmen followed him.

      6T9’s circuits sparked. The Luddecceans could handle this without him. To the scrap heap with his coding issues. He could go back to Volka; he’d just find a way not to be near Darmadi until he recovered. Static danced beneath his skin, and he frowned… Volka was wrong, though. The captain would stay in the Republic. Even without the lure of Volka, he’d be able to move from combat to research—he was the only expert the Republic had on Luddeccean gate-less ships. With the lure of that and Volka...

      Gate 5’s thoughts erupted over the ether. “There is a riot by the main entrance to quarantine!” A scene of a mob played before 6T9’s eyes. A half-dozen police in riot gear were barely holding back a throng of people, too numerous to count. A bottle soared above the police’s heads, and shards of glass sprayed down. The police ducked, and the mob surged.

      6T9 snapped from his reverie. To have Volka, he still had to save the gate.

      To Ko, he said, “We are needed now.” In his mental image, a police officer went down, disappearing into the mob as though pulled by undertow into an unruly sea. Breaking into a jog, 6T9 commanded, “Time Gate 5, change of plans. Send all sex ‘bots to the quarantine airlock. Order them to restrain any of the attackers!”

      Doors opened before them, revealing a wide stairway. 6T9 jumped down steps three at a time. Luddeccean boots thudded after him. 

      Panting a half-step behind, Ko commanded, “Visors down!”

      6T9 reached a double door that slid open at his approach. Angry voices roared into the stairway, and 6T9 stared into a seething mass of humans. There were security ‘bots sparking on the floor, barely noticed by unruly civilians.

      “Infected have broken through!” Ko gasped at 6T9’s shoulder, lifting a pistol. “Prepare phasers.”

      6T9 caught his arm. “No!”

      A weere panted at Ko’s shoulders. “Those people aren’t Infected!”

      Ko looked at 6T9, his face writ with anger and confusion. 

      Dropping his hand, 6T9 pulled out a stunner. “Those are civilians trying to break into quarantine.”

      One of the civilian attackers turned to face them. “Who are you?”

      “He is Android General 1!” a downed security ‘bot replied.

      “You’re the one that instituted the quarantine!” the man shouted. A few of the mob broke off and charged 6T9 with a roar. Firing his stunner, 6T9 cursed, elbowed a man in the head, fired again, and cursed again. Luddeccean Guardsmen raised their own stunners and fired past his shoulders.

      Nebulas, Galacticans against Luddecceans, and he was on the Luddeccean team. If he thought about it too much, he’d probably overheat his processors and have to shut down. Instead, he kept firing.
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      Alaric wished they’d turn out the lights. He wanted to sleep. Every time he came close to consciousness, he burned from the inside out. If it weren’t for the light—and the reek of disinfectant—he’d think he was dead, innards being devoured by maggots … 

      There was a prick on his arm, and the light disappeared … so did consciousness, the ground beneath him swallowing him whole.

      The light came back. He fought it, wanting to return to sleep that was as deep as the grave. And then he remembered the urgency with which he’d wanted to live, but not why. The urgency came back, a chilling dread that made him force his eyes open. For a disorientating moment he didn’t know where he was. He was in a room painted ptery-shell blue, under crisp white linens. It smelled faintly of disinfectant, and machines were humming nearby. There was a window to his left. It could be anywhere … but something was wrong with the light from the window; it was too bright, like a floodlight. He carefully rolled his head left—and half rose in shock. The small movement sent pain lancing from his abdomen and back, and he froze, afraid to fall back or go forward.

      “Easy, lie back down,” a man commanded.

      Alaric did and was surprised it didn’t hurt.

      “You’re still being sewn back together on the inside. It shouldn’t hurt too bad, unless you put stress on your torso.”

      Alaric remembered … He’d been punctured by shrapnel. He remembered dying. Death hadn’t been so bad. He’d been semi-conscious—but not in pain. Volka had been there for the final desperate firings of his neurons. She’d held his hand and begged him not to leave. He’d been prepared to disobey her, to drift off into the final oblivion with her next to him. But then he had remembered he had to live.

      “Nice sunrise,” the man said. “You’ve got the best view on the station.”

      Gazing out the window, Alaric pieced together that he was on Time Gate 1, the gate above Earth in Sol System. At the moment, the station’s rotation had it facing Earth’s horizon, and the sun was just coming into view. The light was unfiltered by atmosphere and was stronger than sunlight planetside. Or stronger than what Alaric would expect sunlight to be on Earth. He hadn’t been allowed to visit humankind’s cradle during Alexis’s recovery.

      “Are you comfortable?” the man asked.

      Alaric’s eyes slid to the speaker. The man wore the pale scrubs that doctors wore here and looked every inch like a Galactican. It wasn’t just the neural port in the side of his head—he was tall, didn’t have any scars or blemishes, his teeth were brilliant white and perfectly straight, and his features were so symmetrical it was jarring. The man could be Alaric’s age, but this was the Galactic Republic, and he might be a century older.

      Tapping his port, the man said, “I’m not detecting any pain, but we couldn’t hardlink with you.” Reaching down, he took Alaric’s arm just below the elbow and grumbled, “We’ve got this external sensor, but I don’t trust these things. How do you feel?”

      “I’m not in pain.” And his head felt remarkably clear. Alaric glanced down, and his eyes widened. The “external sensor” was a shiny, black plastic band that appeared to be merged with his body.

      “It’s embedded in your skin,” the doctor explained. “Connected to your lymph nodes, nerves, and blood vessels. It communicates with the nanos doing their job in your gut and other places—and it connects to us, of course.” The man tapped his temple.

      Alaric flexed his hand. He couldn’t feel the device. If he hadn’t seen it, he would not have known it was there. “Will you be extracting it?” He knew the Guard’s doctors would if the Republic’s did not, and he’d be looking forward to a painful skin graft.

      “We will,” the man replied. 

      Alaric exhaled.

      “But not all the nanos in you will be coming with it.” Alaric looked up at him in alarm. 

      He gave Alaric a grim smile. “We don’t know anything about your gate-less drives. There was the potential that you’d been exposed to toxic chemicals and extreme amounts of radiation when your ship blew. We gave you the standard scrubbers.” Alaric knew what that meant—nanos were now part of his cells. They would hunt down and destroy dangerous mutations and stabilize his telomeres, his cells’ time clocks. He’d age slowly.

      The doctor’s eyebrow rose. “Congratulations, you may live as long as your wife. Doubt your government will give you as much trouble about going home.”

      Luddeccea wouldn’t let Alaric escape that easily. He knew too much and was too valuable. “No.” Alaric heard his response as though it had been spoken by someone else. That person sounded vaguely disappointed.

      He immediately felt guilty. Sam, Lucas, and Markus depended on him. His parents would be frantic. They probably were frantic already. He rubbed his eyes. Would they be told he was alive and in the Republic, or would the Guard hide that detail? Maybe they didn’t even know he’d been injured. 

      His crew would know. God, were they all right? Were they holding Time Gate 5, or had it already been overrun, and was the doctor keeping the news from him so he didn’t panic? Aboard Time Gate 5 was a Luddeccean spy with a member of The One. If Alaric could communicate with him through Solomon ... He swallowed. But he didn’t have Solomon. Solomon had given his body to save Alaric and defend the Galaxy from the Dark. Was Solomon safe? Had he found a new host? Could The One be lost if they couldn’t find a host fast enough? 

      He huffed and reminded himself that “Next life, Hatchling” had been Solomon’s final words. Solomon was hundreds—maybe thousands—of years old. He’d hopped bodies many times before. He’d find Alaric again.

      Alaric dropped his hands from his eyes. He should be worried about his wife. Things had been better between them before he left. Or seemed to have been, until the moment of goodbye. She hadn’t said, “Come home on your shield or not at all” aloud, but everything else about her had. 

      Volka’s eyes had been so soft when she’d leaned over him aboard her strange ship. His brow furrowed. He had a blurry memory warped by pain of her ... ordering ... no, that wasn’t right ... compelling ... doctors to look after him. Volka did not give orders. There was something about that memory, something that his mind slid over as though his feet were slipping on rocks in a fast-moving stream. Maybe it was just he’d been in agony at that moment. Maybe it was just that he missed her. 

      There was a whoosh from his right, a rush of air, and Volka’s familiar footsteps, as though his thoughts had summoned her. “Oh, I’m sorry, Doctor Bak. Carl thought I could come in. I’ll just go—”

      Alaric sat up and pain lanced through him. Falling back into the mattress, he was too out of breath to say, Don’t go.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Don’t go. Volka wasn’t sure if she’d heard it or felt it from Alaric. Her ears flicked. She had slept last night; she wasn’t supposed to be telepathic now.

      “Oh, you’re fine,” Doctor Bak said. “No need to leave.”

      Turning back around, he scolded Alaric. “You need to stay flat on your back for another four hours. The pain is there to make sure that you do.”

      Shifting the bag on her shoulders, Volka stared at the back of the doctor’s head. She didn’t receive visions of what would happen if Alaric got up and walked. She felt nothing from the doctor, although he seemed genuinely cheerful. She sniffed the air. He definitely didn’t smell like adrenaline or fear that she would expect if he was being duplicitous.

      “After that, you’ll be able to get up and walk,” the doctor said, and Volka nearly rolled back on her feet, overcome by shock that started in her stomach and flew outward like a swarm of tiny pterys. 

      “Only four hours?” Alaric whispered.

      Volka gulped. It wasn’t her shock. It was Alaric’s. As Sixty would say, Rusty gears. She didn’t want to be reading his mind.

      “Don’t get your hopes up too much,” Bak replied. “You won’t be able to go home right away. The nanos inside you are building lattices that will be populated with your stem cells to heal your organs. They’re also building scaffolding to hold you together while that happens. The lattice will melt into your own tissues. The scaffolding will have to be removed. We left ports in the relevant locations.” At those words, Bak touched the linens above Alaric’s abdomen, and Volka’s ears perked to the doctor’s gentle, self-satisfied hum. “This was one of the most interesting cases I’ve ever worked on. We would have given you cybernetic parts, but we knew your people would want you back mostly human.” Patting Alaric’s shoulder, he smiled. “You’re only a temporary cyborg—mostly.” 

      Smiling, Bak turned and walked past Volka, saying, “He’s all yours,” and then he was gone.

      They were alone. There was a moment of awkward silence. The last time they’d been alone, really alone, without Carl or Solomon, had been a dream aboard Alaric’s ship...Memory of that dream made Volka flush, and she averted her gaze. When she looked up, she found Alaric’s eerie blue eyes on hers. He was remembering the same thing; she could feel it right to the tips of her toes.

      Feeling the urge to flee, she shifted on her feet.

      “I think I am that doctor’s favorite project,” Alaric said, startling her. The observation was light...trivial. Unlike the memories. It broke the tension, and it was like a wicked spell had been lifted. Volka no longer had the desire to flee. She considered the doctor’s manner, and her lips quirked. “I got that feeling too.” She was relieved. Alaric would receive the best care as the “favorite project.”

      Alaric smiled, and all she felt was happiness. Her fingers tightened on the strap of her satchel. She had a little time before she met the Marines aboard Sundancer, and she had gifts to give him. She knew what it was like to be stranded aboard Time Gate 1. Walking over to his bed, her eyes caught on the linens. There were three too-smooth circles on his chest and stomach. The “ports,” she suspected. Did they hurt? Was he in pain? Her eyes caught on a neat plastic band embedded in the flesh of his arm, and her ears curled. 

      “They don’t hurt,” Alaric said, and Volka’s eyes met his.

      He was telling the truth. Her ears still drooped. He’d been dead, and they had brought him back, and even if he didn’t hurt at this exact moment, the ports reminded her he’d been in agony before. She didn’t know what to say.

      “If I look like death warmed over, I have a perfectly valid excuse,” he quipped. The comment startled her again with its lightness. It was the sort of banter she expected from Sixty. Alaric had always been more taciturn. At the thought of Sixty, her stomach clenched. She wanted to try calling him again. She’d tried when she’d first woken up, but had not been able to get through. If Sixty had time, he’d call her … wouldn’t he?

      She forced herself back to the present and tried to smile. Alaric had been in horrible pain, and now he was in an alien world. She played along as though he were Sixty. Rolling her eyes, she drawled theatrically, “I suppose you do look better than when I last saw you.” He’d had a piece of his ship, nearly long as Volka was tall, piercing his body.

      Raising a haughty brow, Alaric replied, “That doesn’t say much.” 

      Strange he would choose now to tease and be chatty.

      “Maybe I should be insulted,” he suggested.

      She felt no insult from him. Blinked. And felt it again: Don’t go. Don’t go. He was being light on purpose. He wanted her to stay, so he was doing his best to make her laugh. Most of their relationship had been her longing for him not to leave her. Her bending herself to fit him. Now he didn’t want her to leave, and he was bending.

      It made a part of her angry, but then her gaze fell on his gray hair that didn’t fit his age. He’d acquired it in prison—prison he’d gone to because he hadn’t turned Volka in. He’d left her to follow his family’s wishes but tended to turn up when she needed him most. She supposed she’d done the same for him. 

      The thoughts were too heavy. Sticking to the Alaric-looks-awful theme, even if he looked much better now than he had when he’d been released from prison, she bantered back.  “I am glad you’re at least feeling better.” 

      For a moment, their eyes locked. When Volka had ordered the doctors to take care of him earlier, accidentally using telepathy to compel them, she’d felt as though she were connected to them—as though there was a physical force binding them to her. She wasn’t compelling Alaric to do anything, just gazing at him, and yet she felt that same connection. Once, that connection had felt … magical, as though her relationship with him was predestined. Now she wasn’t sure she liked the feeling. He was married. He had children. No matter what he felt for her, that was the end of it. She didn’t want him. She wanted Sixty. She wanted their asteroid. She wanted to go home.

      None of those were things she could have right now. Ducking her head, Volka said, “I’ve brought you something.” Setting the satchel on the floor, she peered in and scowled, perhaps a bit dramatically—even though Carl passed out and oblivious to the world didn’t surprise her. “Really, Carl?” Clucking her tongue, she pulled the werfle from the bag. Carl snored softly as she set him next to Alaric on the bed. “He is supposed to tell you that Solomon successfully transferred to another werfle host.” She met Alaric’s gaze. “He is going to try to get something closer to your family, but wants to rest a bit.”

      Alaric’s eyebrows rose, and she felt his question.

      “I don’t really know how it all works,” she admitted. “Also, Butterball, a cat—kitten—on Time Gate 5 wants you to know that all but four of your crew—including you—made it aboard. There are some injuries, but nothing serious. There was a scuffle in the gate, and some suits were breached, but no one was exposed to the Dark.” 

      His eyes widened infinitesimally, and her heart rate picked up at his unspoken question. “The scuffle was between uninfected civilians aboard the gate and your men.” She swallowed. “They were trying to get into the quarantine zone.”

      Goddamn. He didn’t say the swear aloud. Volka knew because she was watching his lips. 

      Rolling on her feet, she said, “Some people in the Republic don’t believe in the threat of the Dark. It was, though, according to Butterball, a minority of Time Gate 5’s populace.”

      Incredulity and rage rolled off of Alaric in waves. Images of the battle that had raged outside of Time Gate 5 filled her mind. His expression was icy. 

      She told him what had been explained to her. “News can be easily faked in the Republic, so people tend not to trust it, even when it comes from official sources.”

      She felt comprehension from him, saw lines of code in his mind and felt rather than heard him say, Damn.

      She blundered on before she could forget everything she needed to say. “Commander Bo...no, Ko and your crew and Time Gate 5’s police officers are maintaining the quarantine. It is—” She let out a breath and frowned. “—keeping everyone very busy, but Butterball is optimistic.”

      “How long has it been?” Alaric asked.

      Her ears went back. “Sixty’s there … I haven’t spoken to him in over eight hours.”

      At Sixty’s name, Alaric’s expression hardened. His gaze shifted to a point on the far wall. Volka saw his memory of Sixty as Alaric had seen him when he’d been in freefall, body pierced by his own ship. Sixty’s expression had been hard and cold, and she felt Alaric’s certainty that Sixty had come to kill him.

      Her nostrils flared. That was ridiculous. Sixty would never hurt anyone. He had gone out to help James save Alaric. Alaric was delusional … no, irrational, and she immediately knew why. She could feel it.

      “Don’t be jealous,” Volka all but snarled.

      He looked at Volka sharply. “I never demanded that of you.” 

      The reply was so fast, so cutting, and so honest Volka felt unbalanced. She was the telepathic one. She was the one who was supposed to have the upper hand. 

      They regarded each other a moment.

      He didn’t want her to be angry, she could feel that and see it when he tried to smile—even though it came out more of a grimace. “I understand,” he said, “it is very Galactican to be friends after …” 

      After a love affair. Volka knew the words he couldn’t say and felt the way his stomach turned to lead at the word “friends.”

      Neither of them had the upper hand, really. They both hated this. Volka smiled tentatively, trying to hold out an olive branch. “Galacticans have a lot of silly ideas.” 

      He returned the tentative smile. They understood each other. She felt the connection between them more strongly.

      Ducking again, she changed the subject. “Your gift—has werfle hair on it—I’m sorry.”

      Beside Alaric, Carl snorted and rolled onto his back to punctuate that comment.

      She pulled a tablet from the bag and handed it to Alaric. “It’s for reading. You can download just about any book onto it. I can’t stay, I have …” She had to go find Reich’s ship. He’d never approve. He’d think it was too dangerous for her. “… an appointment. I thought you might be bored.”

      She felt his spirits sink, though all he said was, “Thank you.” 

      She lifted a hand. “You turn it on by—”

      He slid his finger across the front, and the screen came to life. “I know how to use them. Thank you. It’s a good gift.”

      Of course he did. He had been in the Republic before.

      “Oh … well …” she stammered. Bending down, she pulled out a small, dark glass sphere about the size of her palm and handed it to him. 

      “A Galactic hologlobe?” He blinked. “This I don’t know how to work.”

      Finally, he was the unbalanced one. “Like this.” Volka leaned over him and could feel his longing. She didn’t feel the same way, and yet she wished she could have gotten him some of his preferred shaving cream. He smelled like Galactican soap and antiseptics, not himself.

      “Globe, turn on,” she commanded, and then pulled back fast. “You just talk to it to control it.”

      Light danced inside the device. 

      Volka’s nose wrinkled. “I mostly find holo media to be … vapid. But they love holos here, and news sometimes winds up on personal holos first.”

      Curiosity rolled off Alaric. She had been temporarily forgotten, and it was a relief. “Globe, show me the most recent updates on System 5,” he commanded.

      A man appeared in the globe. He had strange ridges in his nose and on his forehead. His attire was casual. “Hey Bixatics! This is Bix here with theeeee latest on what is happening in System 5. I’ve just heard from a friend there on orbital 11 that ten Kestrels and twenty Falconets —those are Fleet warships for your infoooo—passed by them headed toward S5O4. That will put them at Time Gate 5 in less than a day.” He grinned at the camera. “They must have had one of those top-secret Fleet gates we hear about.”

      Volka saw small narrow ships in her—no Alaric’s—mind’s eye, and then his mind was moving too fast. “This is a publicly accessible holo?” His words were cool, clipped, and yet there was an urgent calculus behind them.

      “Yes,” Volka replied. “The time stamp is only a minute ago. His ‘friend’ must have a Q-comm if we’re getting it this quick. Q-comms are rare, but not that rare.”

      “Luddeccean ships have them,” he said.

      Of course. They would have to.

      “There are probably several aboard Gate 5,” Volka supplied. “The Gate’s own, but wealthy civilians have them too, and of course AI.” Like Sixty.

      The hologlobe slipped through Alaric’s fingers.

      Startled by how completely blank his mind had gone, Volka murmured, “Whoops,” and caught the globe before it fell to the floor.

      Alaric struggled to get up, and then hissed as pain lanced through his midsection. Volka felt a shadow of it ripple through her, but there was something worse than pain on Alaric’s mind.

      Alaric growled at Carl. “Carl, wake up! Wake up!”

      “What’s wrong?” Volka asked, confused.

      Carl’s necklace crackled, and he stretched, but did not open his eyes. “It better be important.”

      Face distorted by pain, Alaric turned to Volka and grabbed her arm. “The Infected aboard the gate. They may see this holo. They’ll know that they won’t be able to hold the gate.” She saw numbers and warships in his eyes, but still didn’t understand.

      “That’s good …” Volka’s ears curled, and her heart beat fast. “Isn’t it?”

      “I’m contacting Butterball now!” Carl declared.

      “Volka,” Alaric whispered, his eerie blue eyes searching hers. The connection between them burned bright, but his mind was moving too fast to follow.  “How does the Dark respond when it is cornered?”

      Volka remembered the piles of frozen bodies at Reich’s research station. “Without mercy.”

      And Sixty was trapped aboard the gate with it.
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