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          PART I

          
            I, HIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Most of the dogs and cats who crewed the starship Initiative spoke very fondly of away missions.  They liked getting their paws on the solid surfaces of real planets or asteroids, feeling fresh air in their whiskers, and enjoying the view of an unobscured sky.  Doctor Waverly Keller heard them speak with excitement about visiting strange new places on their missions, meeting weird new kinds of animals, and just basically broadening their horizons.

      The red setter doctor, though, didn’t feel the same way.  Sure, she enjoyed taking shore leave to a beautiful world for her vacation as much as the next canine, but she did not look forward to away missions.  As the ship’s chief medical officer, Dr. Keller was rarely called on to join an away mission if it didn’t involve assessing casualties or providing emergency resuscitations.

      Today’s mission was no exception.

      Certainly, the sky on Altrus 98 was a beautiful watercolor of rainbow hues, melting from golden-pink sunset tones all the way to vibrant shades of green and blue.  But that mostly meant the atmosphere was too toxic to be breathed for very long, decreasing the chance of any survivors.  And the stark, rocky landscape with its monument-like towers of stone was stunning, but those towers only existed because of the harsh, ceaseless wind, carving away at every exposed surface like a knife.

      This was a terrible place for a ship to have crash-landed.  As a kind-hearted dog, Dr. Keller desperately hoped for survivors... but she also feared for them.  Due to a recent ion storm that had swept across the quadrant, interfering with communication systems and zephyr drives, several ships had crashed here in the last month, caught in the interstellar currents before they’d settled down enough to send a rescue mission.

      One ship after another proved devoid of life, and Dr. Keller’s heart sank.  Her long, curly, red-furred ears never stood up tall like many of the other officers’, but the tightness of her muzzle and the creased fur on her brow showed the bleakness of her feelings nearly as well as any flattened ears could.

      “There’s only one ship left on our scan,” Commander Bill Wilker woofed.  The collie’s expression was equally bleak.  “Shall we teleport there?”  He wanted to get this mission done with.  He’d given up hope on finding anyone.

      Dr. Keller couldn’t blame him.  She nodded grimly, and he tapped the comm-pin on his uniform’s breast, asking for them to be teleported from this wreck to the next.

      Golden quantum energy fizzed through the two dogs, and their surroundings shifted.  They’d been standing beside the ruins of a Tri-Galactic Union vessel, and now they were faced with an entirely different kind of crashed ship:  one composed of triangles and hexagons.  They’d seen this kind of ship before.

      “Oh, no,” Cmdr. Wilker woofed.  “Not this again.”

      The last time one of Cmdr. Wilker’s away missions had found a crashed Archidopteran vessel, it had presaged an all-out attack from the arthropoidal aliens.  These insects were profoundly hostile, and most members of the Tri-Galactic Union hoped to never hear another whisper of their presence in the three galaxies again.

      “We should still check for survivors,” Dr. Keller woofed through gritted teeth.  She didn’t like the idea of dealing with Archidopterans again—last time, she’d spent three weeks untangling the mush that the catalytic enzymes from one of the insects’ cocoons had made of three of the ship’s officers, including the Sphynx cat captain.  She hadn’t been at all sure that she’d be able to save their lives, let alone extract the three beings from each other and allow them to return to their separate lives.

      But Dr. Keller had sworn an oath to save lives, and if there were any survivors aboard this crashed ship, then she couldn’t look the other way.  She had a duty to rescue them.

      “Fine,” Cmdr. Wilker woofed.  “But stay behind me.”  The collie drew his blazor and turned it up to the highest setting.  He wasn’t taking any chances.

      Cmdr. Wilker was about the same height as Dr. Keller, but he was built a lot sturdier under his thick collie mane and had a lot more combat training.  He led the way into the broken Archidopteran vessel, keeping his blazor in front of him.  Dr. Keller followed in his shadow; she kept her own blazor holstered and focused on the readings displayed on the screen of her uni-meter.

      Usually, the Initiative could have scanned for life signs of survivors from orbit, but residual ionic interference from the recent storm meant that truly reliable readings required getting up close to the wreckage.  Dr. Keller didn’t want to risk missing anyone... even an Archidopteran.  Though, deep in her heart, she felt conflicted—for the first time, she wasn’t really hoping to find survivors.  She didn’t want to save the life of a hostile insect whose race had tried to obliterate her own.

      The two dogs moved from one room to the next of the silent vessel, passing one lifeless insectile body after another—each of their silvery carapaces gleaming in the light that shone from the underside of Cmdr. Wilker’s blazor.  Their many-jointed limbs were broken, exoskeletons cracked, and faceted eyes dim.  They’d all been hopelessly, fatally mangled by the crash.

      “I think we’re almost done here,” the collie woofed, staring at one of the piles of silver armoring that had once been a living Archidopteran.  “But we’ll have to send an engineering team down to extract any information we can from the computers.”  There was a hollowness in his voice.  The collie didn’t want to learn that the Archidopterans were planning to attack again.

      Dr. Keller was about to re-holster her uni-meter and agree to teleport back to the ship when a faint green light appeared on the display.  A life sign.  Weak.  Flickering.  But definitely present.

      The red setter held her breath for a moment, waiting to see if the life sign would flicker out, relieving her of her sworn duty, but she couldn’t wait longer than that.  One breath.  That was all she was willing to allow herself, and when it was over, the life sign was still there.

      “Someone is alive aboard this vessel,” Dr. Keller woofed, so softly that she almost didn’t expect Cmdr. Wilker to hear her.  But the vessel was silent other than for them, and so her whispered words echoed.

      “Other than us?” the collie asked with surprise.

      “Maybe it’s a prisoner,” Dr. Keller suggested, finding hope in that idea.  “Someone they captured and tried to convert with their cocoons—maybe it’s someone I can save.”

      The collie nodded sagely.  He couldn’t argue with that idea.  Anyone who’d been captured by the Archidopterans and wrapped in one of their catalytic cocoons would be in desperate need of a doctor.  “Let’s find them,” he woofed.

      Dr. Keller pointed the way, and Cmdr. Wilker proceeded, still wielding his blazor.  The two canines moved quickly, not wanting to spend any extra time in this Archidopteran graveyard.  The life sign readings on Dr. Keller’s uni-meter grew stronger as they approached a room in the back of the ship.  Cmdr. Wilker had to cut through several closed doors with his blazor, but eventually they arrived in a room with several cracked stasis chambers, containing insectile corpses.  Though, these dead Archidopterans were different than the others they’d passed.

      Most of the Archidopterans who’d died on this ship seemed to have been about the same height as the two dogs, but the ones in this room were noticeably taller.  Though, their arms—six each—were more delicate, and the translucent wings sprouting from their backs—crumpled in most cases—were substantially larger.

      “This looks like a different caste,” Dr. Keller woofed, taking more scans.  “If the Archidopterans we passed on the bridge and engine room were workers, then maybe these are drones.”

      At the sound of the red setter’s voice, a cowering figure in the corner of the room shifted, wings rustling behind it.  Cmdr. Wilker swung his blazor around to point at the recoiling Archidopteran.  When the collie’s shining spotlight fell on the insect, it was easy to see that the creature was in a terrible condition.  One of its antennae had snapped in half; two of its arms seemed broken; one of its legs twisted beneath it at a troubling angle; its left eye had been smashed; and its glimmering wings were a crumpled mess.

      The injured insect twitched its wings and spoke with its pincer-like mandibles and wriggling mouthparts, emitting a sputtering sound like a power tool trying and failing to rev up.  Unfortunately, the universal translator algorithms in the dogs’ comm-pins still hadn’t figured out the Archidopteran language well enough to even attempt translating it.

      Dr. Keller’s heart cracked open, and the red setter pushed her way past Cmdr. Wilker, rushing to the side of her arthropoidal patient.

      No matter how Dr. Keller felt about the Archidopterans as a species, there was an individual in front of her who was suffering.  The red setter couldn’t stand for that.  She had to help.  So, she knelt down beside the insect and began searching for an exposed joint in its exoskeletal armor that she could use to inject a numbing agent into its system—something to dull the pain.  She’d need to run a full scan aboard the Initiative in order to really know how to treat a patient with such alien anatomy, but the uni-meter’s scans provided enough information for her to at least get this minimal start.

      “We’ll need the quarantine room in the back of the med-bay set up,” Dr. Keller woofed.  Even if a higher calling compelled the red setter to treat this Archidopteran, that didn’t mean she couldn’t take safety precautions.  “We’ll also need Consul Tor to join us in the med-bay if we want to understand what it’s saying, and maybe Fact or Lt. LeGuin could look into why the universal translator isn’t working.  Can you call Nurse Ikeda and tell her all of that, so she can begin preparing for our arrival?”

      The collie commander hesitated, presumably weighing the danger and risks versus the humanitarian necessity of helping an injured creature.  Dr. Keller was used to the other officers around her hesitating, weighing pros and cons long after she’d already reached absolute certainty.  She understood that a single Archidopteran could do an immense amount of harm, if it were in fighting condition.  But this one was struggling to breathe through the vents in its silver carapace, shuddering and quaking with either pain or fear.  Or both.  It was in no shape to hurt anyone, even if it were foolish enough to choose to attack its one chance at salvation—its only chance at survival.

      “He’s dying, Bill,” Dr. Keller woofed, trying to figure out how to humanize this Archidopteran drone enough to make the commander step up and do his job.  “He’s dying; he’s helpless; and he’s in pain.”

      “What will we do⁠—”

      Dr. Keller cut off the collie with a snippy tone:  “What will we do with him when he’s healed?  I’ll let you and the captain figure that out.  But right now, he’s suffering, and I can do something about that, if you get me back to med-bay where this patient belongs.”

      Cmdr. Wilker nodded sharply, tapped the comm-pin on his breast, and relayed the doctor’s words to the ship above.  Dr. Keller stopped listening to him, instead focusing on what she could do for her patient with the limited triage supplies that she’d brought down with her.  She couldn’t mend broken limbs in the wreckage of this crashed spaceship, but she could administer a medication that would slow the swelling, making it easier to operate once they’d teleported back aboard the Initiative.  And she could study the scans from her uni-meter, planning out the operations she’d need to do and the best order to do them in—how she could delegate different operations to different assistants, making sure to heal this injured patient as quickly, completely, and efficiently as possible.
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      Doctor Keller and her patient teleported directly to the floor of the quarantine room at the back of the med-bay, appearing in swirling, shimmering, golden glimmers of quantum energy.  Cmdr. Wilker, on the other paw, teleported directly to the bridge to consult with the captain.

      Nurse Amalia Ikeda, a fluffy Himalayan cat, had prepared everything in the quarantine room, including recruiting two more of the on-duty nurses to assist—a blonde, curly-furred labradoodle woman and a black tomcat—dressed in blue medical scrubs.  Consul Tor was also in attendance; though the green-furred otteroid officer hung back, looking uncertain, like she didn’t want to be there.

      As soon as the golden shimmers cleared, the labradoodle rushed forward to help Dr. Keller lift their insectile patient onto the medical cot.  The two cats—who weren’t as big or strong as large dogs—scurried around, moving the scanning arms attached to the cot out of the way and then back into place over the patient’s body.  Each one of the Archidopteran’s eight limbs—six spindly arms and two long legs—had to be carefully restrained in place, so the patient couldn’t flinch away from their ministrations, interfering with the treatments.

      The medical cot was barely long enough; fortunately, it had been designed to more than comfortably hold even the tallest of Great Danes or greyhounds.

      “Okay, before we begin—” Dr. Keller woofed at her team of nurses, raising her voice to be heard over the dwindling rat-a-tats of the Archidopteran’s industrial-sounding voice.  The red setter whirled on her paws, turning toward Consul Tor who was still standing tentatively at the entrance to the room.  “—can you tell me if our patient has been saying—or thinking—anything we need to know?  Anything medically relevant?”

      The telepathic green otter wrapped her short arms tight around her long middle and shook her head.  The purple sundress Consul Tor wore to expose her grass-like fur to sunlight looked out of place in the harshly sterile environment of the quarantine room.  Everything about her looked out of place here—like a flower growing through the cracks in a concrete sidewalk.

      “Nothing?” Dr. Keller pressed.  In the red setter’s experience, injured patients—especially those in extreme pain—babbled all kinds of useful information, albeit not necessarily in a very coherent way.  “Nothing about what he’s feeling?  Where it hurts most?  What happened to him during the crash?  Any of that could be useful.”

      “She’s scared,” Consul Tor said.

      “She?” Dr. Keller asked, confused.  According to her scans—as well as the obvious anatomical differences she’d noted earlier—this patient was definitely a drone.  “My scans show⁠—”

      Consul Tor shrugged.  “You asked what I knew, and I know that she sees herself as female.  She’s scared.  She’s lonely.  And when she speaks, she keeps calling out for her queen.  Her mother.”  The otteroid’s voice broke on the last word.

      When the Initiative had last crossed paths with the Archidopterans, Consul Tor’s telepathic abilities had been hijacked by the hive’s queen.  The royal insect had overpowered the otter’s mind, flooding it with love and worship for a queen who would have destroyed and experimented on her if not actively stopped.

      Dr. Keller knew that Consul Tor didn’t want to be here, but the red setter needed to be able to communicate with her patient.  “Can you tell her that we’re trying to help her?  That we’re going to mend her broken limbs?”

      The green otter nodded and said, “Yes, I can pass your words along to her as thoughts.”

      “Will you stay through the surgery?” Dr. Keller asked.  All around her, the nurses were preparing the tools they’d need.  Everything was almost ready.  They just needed to begin.  “I can keep her awake if you stay.  I can tell her what we’re doing, and she might be able to participate in choices that have to be made.”

      Even with a top of the line starship’s fully equipped med-bay, Dr. Keller wasn’t going to be able to completely and perfectly restore a patient of a species she’d never operated on before—or even had the opportunity to study—to the condition she’d been in before the crash.  Compromises would be made.  If Dr. Keller had to, she’d use her own best judgment, but the Archidopteran would know her own body better—how she used it, what she cared about most, which trade-offs to make.

      “I’ll stay,” Consul Tor said.  “And your patient—who thinks of herself as Drone 43—thanks you in advance for doing your best to restore her for the glory of her queen.”

      “Tell her that I’m not doing this for any queen,” Dr. Keller woofed, turning back to her patient and looking over the gleaming silvery limbs with all their broken edges.  Her eyes followed those limbs up to what passed for a face on this species, and the red setter saw herself reflected in miniature, hundreds of times over, in Drone 43’s many-faceted, disco-ball-like eyes.  At least, in the one that wasn’t smashed in.  “I’m doing this for her.”

      The surgery lasted for hours, starting with internal organ repair to stabilize the patient.  The trans-drone had taken crush damage to several of her tracheal tubes and air sacs, the organs she had instead of mammalian lungs.  Dr. Keller and her team of nurses reinflated and reinforced the crushed organs, leaving them stronger than they’d started.  When that phase of the work was done, Consul Tor passed along thanks and relief from the patient.  Next came repairing the broken limbs.

      Dr. Keller worked with the tomcat nurse on the broken leg while Nurse Ikeda and the labradoodle nurse began working on the first of the broken arms.  Once the musculature and nerves inside the limbs were checked and mended as necessary, Dr. Keller had to whip up an improvised synthetic chitin for repairing the exoskeletal armoring that usually protected them.

      The synthetic chitin started out in a gooey semi-liquid form so that it could be spread over the ragged, broken edges where the Archidopteran’s exoskeletal armoring had cracked.  Once the pieces were properly realigned and held firmly together, the goo could be hardened with UV-light into its final, solid form.  Just as strong as new.  Although, instead of silver, the synthetic chitin was a bright, azure blue, meaning the trans-drone’s carapace ended up covered in jagged veins of turquoise, almost like veins of valuable mineral deposits in a rockface.

      Dr. Keller cringed at the unsightly quality of her work—so glaring, so obvious.  Perhaps she could synthesize a cosmetic paint later—something that could return Drone 43 to her original, unblemished form.  Or at least, a closer facsimile.  A doctor’s work should be invisible if at all possible, but that couldn’t be the red setter’s priority now.  Functionality came before form.  Cessation of pain and return to health came before cosmetics.

      The hardest part of the sequence of surgeries turned out to be repairing the broken antenna on Drone 43’s head.  There were more nerves in that slender appendage than in all of the arthropoid’s arms and legs put together.

      When it came to the trans-drone’s crumpled wings and smashed eye...  Dr. Keller simply had to call it a day.  She’d need to study the composition of both the wings and eye carefully before she could even attempt to operate on them properly.  And that meant getting some rest first.  Besides, undergoing hours and hours’ worth of surgery is hard on the body, and Drone 43 needed to rest as well before it would be safe for Dr. Keller’s team to continue with such delicate operations.

      Dr. Keller explained the situation to Consul Tor who passed the dog’s words along telepathically to the prone patient.  Then Dr. Keller dismissed both the Consul and her team of nurses.  Finally, the red setter injected a sedative into the soft tissue at one of Drone 43’s joints.

      “Sleep well,” the dog woofed to the Archidopteran.  She couldn’t tell from the insect’s glittering faceted eye or its posture whether the sedatives had taken effect yet.  So, she watched the readings on the display above the medical cot until it showed that the insect was fully unconscious.  She wondered if Archidopterans dreamed.  If so, she hoped her patient would have soothing dreams.  It would be better for her healing.  “You were brave today,” Dr. Keller said over the sleeping insect.

      No matter what Dr. Keller thought about Archidopterans in general, this one had been through a very difficult day.  And there would be more difficult days to come.  Recovering from surgery is not easy; it’s harder when the surgery was preceded by a traumatic crash, in this case killing everyone the Archidopteran had known on that vessel, and leaving her alone among strangers who couldn’t even speak to her without telepathic mediation.

      Weary and worn, Dr. Keller left the quarantine room, sealing it behind her.  She shed her doctor’s coat and left it hanging on the back of the chair in her office in the front of the med-bay.  Then the red setter went home to her quarters where her daughter, Leslie, was waiting.
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      After spending a whole day fruitlessly searching wrecked ships for survivors, followed by the challenging work of trying to repair the mangled body of one of her people’s greatest enemies, Dr. Keller was relieved to put it all aside and listen to her daughter—who looked like a miniature version of herself—rattle off everything that had happened to her all day long aboard the Initiative.

      Leslie had had a much nicer day.  The young dog had studied zephyr drive mechanics in school, worked on a group project with several of the older students, and tested into the next level of math.  She was already advanced in math for her age; soon, she’d require special tutoring, which Lt. Fact had already promised to provide when needed.  Dr. Keller’s heart burst with pride listening to her puppy regale her with the day’s successes.  It was such an incredible blessing to live on a starship where she could trust that everyone else would help her, stepping in whenever needed without her even needing to ask them.

      Dr. Keller missed Leslie’s father every day.  Hank Keller was a golden retriever with a golden heart who’d been on a fast track to become a captain before the accident that had taken his life.  She wished Hank was here to see how well Leslie was turning out.  But unlike single mothers in the distant past, Dr. Keller never had to worry about the difficulty of raising her puppy alone.  There wasn’t a better place in the entire universe to raise a puppy than on the starship Initiative.

      After letting Leslie’s joyful energy wash over her, Dr. Keller sent the golden-tinged red setter puppy to bed.  Then she studied the scans she’d taken of Drone 43’s crumpled wings and crushed eye in her own bed, until she fell asleep herself.

      The next morning, Leslie rushed off for her weekly breakfast in the Constellation Club with Galen, the one rabbit aboard the ship.  And blearily, Dr. Keller realized that meant she was supposed to be meeting with Captain Pierre Jacques herself.

      The doctor and the captain had breakfast together every week.  Usually, they drank tea, ate croissants, and discussed archeology, philosophy, literature, theater, or music.  Something that interested the Sphynx cat captain.  Dr. Keller tended to be less passionate about their topics of conversation, but she enjoyed seeing the Sphynx cat’s complex, intricate mind at work.  She suspected that their weekly breakfasts had started because of a misplaced guilt Captain Jacques felt about Hank Keller’s death.  For herself, Waverly had clung to their breakfasts originally as a way to try to reach back through time and loss to the husband who was gone.  Hank and Pierre had been best friends.  Waverly had stepped into Hank’s place in that friendship, and even if it wasn’t a place she’d have found her way to otherwise...  Now it felt like somewhere she belonged.

      Dr. Keller arrived at the captain’s quarters with a computer tablet in her paws, still trying to puzzle out Archidopteran anatomy even as she walked through the ship’s corridors.
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