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Introduction
Dearest Reader,
Welcome to the worlds of Universal Nexus.  Well, a couple of them at any rate.  Why ‘Universal Nexus’?  That’s another story, and a rather uninteresting one.  I’ll just sum it up, for now, with a vague reference to the origins of these tales and their universe and the frank admission that it both sounded good and made sense at the time.
This tale, and most others I hope to share with you one day take place far from Earth and in what would have been the early twenty-fourth century if that calendar were still in use, after Mankind has found it is not alone in the universe.
While English is still a language in common use among the people of Earth (it is, in fact, the official language of the Terran Confederation and has been renamed Standard, though many still don’t call it that) it is very little used by the peoples and worlds of this tale.  As a result I was forced to translate and, as with all translation, I had to, at times, choose whether to maintain original phrasing for flavour (or accuracy) or convert it even if there wasn’t a direct equivocal.  A major example is units of measure.  For a present day example:  Do you, for an American audience, continue to say ‘two metres’ or do you convert it and say ‘six feet six and three quarter inches’?  Do you translate the French term of endearment ‘Mon petite chou’ literally, thus arriving at ‘My little cabbage’; do you leave it alone; or do you select an English term of endearment in its place, like ‘My darling’? 
I’ve elected to leave all units of measure native.  Even time despite the fact that the Galfarran measure is remarkably close to our own modern units (at least for those that subdivide a day) to the extent that, so long as one is willing to ignore or round a few decimal places out of existence you can just say ‘hours’ or ‘minutes’.  I’ve decided to keep them ‘nulaire’ and ‘saenead’ to prevent eventual confusion, however, since Terrans have changed how they measure time but continue to call these new units ‘hours’ and ‘minutes’.  I have, for those who are curious about such things, notes to permit rough conversions to the measure of your choice.
Some phrases and words, too, are left only transliterated, rather than fully translated, to preserve the colour or flavour in certain dialogue, or (as with the word Taredĵo) when there simply is no proper translation due to English having no ready phrase nor word to express the concept accurately.  When meaning is important, and translation was impossible within the narrative, I have striven to give as accurate a definition as possible within the notes.
On a final note, some of the characters do, as an odd (or in a few cases deliberate) habit, speak in a mix of languages, or at one point in the story (due to distress) in a veritable avalanche of them.  I have elected to keep their dialogue entirely English and either ignore the shifting speech or merely to make mention that it is occurring in an effort to preserve reader sanity.
 
J. M. Brink




Prologue
Janoke Greenbriar sat, disgruntled, in his study reviewing the program for an upcoming science conference on Jartorin. “‘Do try to find scientists to recruit,’ he says.  ‘We need more brains behind our plans and technologies,’ he says,” he complained, mocking the tones of the Anerix High Chancellor as he tossed the program down in frustration.  “Damned fool!  If most of these buffoons can find a coherent thesis with a complete navigational array and a pack of trained hycranths, then I’m the Chief Zharlet of Candros!” 
He took a drink of iced Androvian wine, savouring the taste, and chuckled, thinking, But then again, the High Chancellor is hardly any great thinker himself.  That's what he has me for. Setting down the finely wrought chalice he returned to the review and wondered just how the Chancellor had even learnt of the conference’s existence.
Although the conference’s organisers had used very good paper and an abridged copy of the full work any of the speakers would be discussing could be expanded from the synopsis on the page (or a full copy, fetched from the conference’s computers, could be sent to any nearby computer), Janoke hardly bothered as he found most of the work that would be discussed laughable, asinine, or simply useless nonsense being called science just to keep some supervisor happy about all the work not getting done.
"Pff, at least some of these might be good for their comedic value," he scoffed, about ready to give up and scanning a few of the abridged expansion articles.
“Oh?  What’s this?” he said aloud in surprise. He had begun to hurl the program away and compose how he would phrase his call to the Chancellor explaining that if he wanted any of these idiots he could go to Jartorin and hire them himself (he was considering adding a recommendation that the Chancellor could save time and money by simply recruiting a band of larxets1 instead), when an entry he’d somehow overlooked before caught his eye. A few lines of the synopsis piqued his curiosity and before long he was perusing the speaker’s, one Professor Serena Cole, entire published works.
The young professor would be discussing a theoretical application of her studies on wormholes that she hoped could, one day, lead to intergalactic travel. While interesting, that wasn’t what had caught Janoke’s eye. He was mesmerised by her findings that wormholes function by passing through previously unsuspected layers of time. They were, in essence, a kind of temporal hyperspace.
He tried to study the papers describing the new fields of mathematics she’d developed just to accommodate trying to map shapes that were no less than fifteen dimensions, existed in several points of both space and time, and weren’t always the same shape or number of dimensions from one moment to the next. From this seeming chaos she’d found an order that had permitted amazing findings regarding ‘holes previously thought to be random and explained why some seem more stable than others.
She’s also (unwittingly, I suspect) unlocked time itself, Janoke mused as his mind raced with possibilities.
He puzzled over the equations for several nulaire2 before admitting defeat. His speciality was biology after all, not polydimensional physics, but he felt absolutely certain that this young prodigy had found the keys that would unlock, for him, the doors to godhood.
Her work did give the impression that the power involved in producing the artificial holes would be impractical to try to produce, but Janoke felt certain that this was only due to a miscalculation which could be attributed to the, undoubtedly, substandard equipment she was likely using at a rural backwater university like Delthakk.
With Professor Cole’s help I could conquer the universe from its inception!  I would be a God; master of everywhere, everywhen! Janoke thought gleefully as the possibilities raced through his mind. One thing he decided quickly was that the High Chancellor would never know of this Professor Cole, You’ll help me to get the tool to your own undoing, he said silently, with a smile, to an image of the Chancellor’s moustachioed face that adorned a flyer lying on his desk. 
Yes, he thought with a smile. ‘Supreme Lord Janoke Greenbriar’ does have a distinctly impressive ring to it.
Deciding it wisest to keep up appearances, rather than to arouse the suspicions of the rest of the High Command, or the Chancellor himself, he elected to go through normal means to try to obtain the professor’s services.
Quickly he composed himself while copying her information to a data chit. Finished, he called for the young guard stationed in the hallway, “Verlot3 Grothin!”
“Yes, sir?” the young soldier asked nervously as he stepped through the door and placed his left hand over his chest in salute. 
Janoke smiled at the guard’s fear. He was wont to assure soldiers that were assigned to himself and his homes or labs that if he were displeased with their performance or conduct he would ‘volunteer’ them to ‘help’ with some of his experiments. As a result nearly all of the Anerix military who weren’t officers (and a few who were even) were terrified of him.
"I want this 'Professor Serena Cole',” he said handing over the chit.
Careful! he chided himself. Don’t give the Chancellor any excuses to be suspicious. He hastily added, "The Chancellor will reward me handsomely for what she can provide us.  Try a recruitment team first, but if she refuses we will have to try a more … aggressive means of persuasion."
*****
Serena was sitting in the little café off the conference centre lobby when she heard a faintly accented woman’s voice ask, “Professor Cole?”
“Yes?” Serena answered, turning as she looked up from the book she was reading to find the speaker was a primly dressed woman a good deal shorter than herself with very lovely, long black hair cascading down her back. She was accompanied by a man whose jawline and muscles, Serena thought, were made using a chisel. The man was also dressed in a finely tailored suit, and he wore his hair shorter than most men Serena knew, but it complimented his features well enough.
The man clasped Serena’s wrist in a firm, friendly greeting and said, “We’ve been hoping for a chance to meet you. I’m Zelrid and my associate is Xian.” The pretty woman made a slight bow and took Serena’s fingers gently in her own in a more formal fashion than he had used. Zelrid continued, saying, “We represent the Administrative offices of Tobias University and have been sent to make you a very generous offer.”
Xian picked up the pitch. “It’s a request that you join our faculty. It’ll be a purely research position with no classes to worry about. We can offer you a substantial salary, and you’d be very well cared for with access to fully equipped, state-of-the-art facilities …”
Serena interrupted gently; she’d heard enough already. “Tobias? On Anerix? I’m sorry, but no, thank you. I doubt, very seriously, that you could make even half as nice an offer as Mit’hir and Fisk Enterprises, nor Deleirna University’s main campus on Junil and I’ve already told both of them to get lost. I don’t want a research position; I quite love teaching.” She was trying to be kind despite her shock. She’d only even been rude to some of the other offers because they seemed to think ‘no’ meant ‘make a better offer’ and the persistence had got on her nerves. Still, she was also a bit suspicious of the sudden interest from the small dictatorship’s largest campus since they hadn’t expressed any interest in her since a half-hearted and seemingly precursory effort when she was still a student.
“Oh, I assure you,” Zelrid said in a tone of practiced sincerity, “Our offer can substantially exceed theirs.  For one thing, our High Chancellor takes great personal interest in the great minds gathered at Tobias and is exceedingly lavish and generous with his rewards to them for exceptional work.”
Well, thought Serena, up to that point I could’ve just said my suspicions were the result of too many cheap action-adventure serials, but that sounds sinister enough by itself!
Frowning she said, "So I'd be some flunky trying to design a new kind of rubber ducky grenade for His High Foolish Bastardness? No thanks, I'll pass." It was ruder than she’d meant to sound, but their proposal sounded entirely too much like weapons research or similar in an environment where she’d be told what to research and shot if she didn’t get the results requested. She found the looks on Xian’s and Zelrid’s faces as they tried to work out what a rubber ducky was absolutely priceless though.
Zelrid valiantly tried to rally and salvage the pitch. “But …”
Serena cut him off. “No. Not a bloody chance. Thank you, but I quite love my current job and am not the slightest bit intrigued by the idea of changing it. Now, if you’ll excuse me I’ve a presentation shortly and need to go set up. Good day to you both,” with that she hurried off to the auditoriums.
*****
Janoke sat in his hotel suite admiring the view over the Aldren sea when Zelrid and Xian, Anerix’s two best academic recruiters, walked in and sat down.
He smiled as he turned to face them. “Well? Zelrid? Xian? When might I expect to meet our new genius?” he asked them in pleasant and casual tones.
Xian shook her head despondently. “Unless you run into her socially or cross paths at the conference, you won’t. She won’t do it; she seems to pointedly dislike the High Chancellor and has no apparent interest in any kind of research position. She claimed, and we confirmed it, to have already turned down some incredibly handsome offers. Some of them were for twice what we were authorised to present her with and all of them were for many times what she presently makes.”
Zelrid nodded. “She even got rather rude to some that, apparently, got too persistent. I can’t imagine what Delthakk is offering to keep her, but the only thing, in my professional opinion, that will get her out of it is a herd of wild sharizi.”
Janoke steepled his fingers and returned his gaze to the shimmering waves below. “I see … Thank you. You may go.”
When they’d left Janoke paged an aide. “Cindrel, please prepare a guest cabin in the Vigreth, communications disabled, but otherwise appoint it for an important guest. Also contact the estate on Lothirex to be similarly prepared for our guest. I will notify the captain that we’ll be heading there after the conference myself.”
As the aide hastened to make the preparations Janoke looked down at the smiling picture of the teenaged professor. “You will aid me, Professor. Leverage or temptation – I will discover which is best and you will help me,” he told it before contacting his agents so that he could be kept appraised of the girl’s comings and goings, awaiting the best moment to act.
 
 



Chapter 1
“Hi love,” Georgia said the moment the call connected. “Having fun?”
“I was, but I miss you – a sulid4 long stay this many parsecs apart …” Serena sighed and shook her head. “I’ll be taking off and heading home later today. I should be home around your tomorrow’s tea time.”
Georgia blinked in the way that meant she was working out what, for her, was a complex equation, and which Serena found absolutely adorable before she said, confused, “Shouldn’t you be coming home in more like three days or something?”
Serena smiled at her fiancée. “Only about two, hon, but you were close. I’m skipping out early. There’s simply nothing interesting on the program today – just, mostly, geneticists and physicians or similar. In short: Boring, mind-numbing, tedious, generally disgusting, and quite incomprehensible. There were a few things I’d expected to stick around for, but I’ve had the chance to meet the people who would be giving the talks and they’re all crashing bores who hardly seem to have a clue what they’re talking about. If any of their ‘work’, since earning their degrees back at the dawn of time, is anything except bullying and harassing some bright young students then I’m a Frenchman. Anyway, I’d be on my way now if there weren’t some kind of solar storm preventing outbound hyperspace traffic until around midday. I’ve decided to play tourist all morning. Did a little shopping and plan on a bit more, some time at the beach and a bit more just sightseeing. You should see the place I’m at right now. I’m having brunch at this restaurant on the nearer moon; they built it in a pressure dome on the pole. This moon rotates twice a nulair and the slowly spinning starscape it creates is really pretty.”
Georgia’s face lit in an excited smile that, to Serena, just confirmed the younger woman was actually a goddess of beauty pretending to be a human girl. 
“Shopping?!” she asked.
Serena rolled her eyes, smiling. “Yes, but I’m not telling you what. It’s a present and a surprise, but I promise you’ll love it.” 
In an effort to change the subject before Georgia could try to pout the nature of the surprise out of her Serena asked her, “How’re Hama and Tiger Lilly doing?”
“They’re fine. Insane, as usual, but fine.” Georgia answered in a dismissive tone before she, unfazed by the attempt to change subject, asked, “What kind of surprise?”
Exasperated, Serena said, “The surprise kind of surprise; the sort where I disconnect you if you try to pout or guilt me into telling you.”
Georgia put on an air of exaggerated haughtiness. “Bully. I don’t think I want to marry you anymore. I’ll just keep you around for the sex and as eye candy.”
Giggling at the last bit, Serena said, “Now who’s the bully? I better go, darling. My unpronounceable, extravagantly priced, and delicious smelling food is here. Give my love to the kitties and Cici.”
Georgia stuck out her tongue. “You can’t make me jealous with that. Sven made dinner tonight … roasted varsilikg stuffed with cartini with a barlin wine sauce.”
Now it was Serena’s turn to pout as Moldovian food was one of her favourites. “Is there any left?”
With a wicked smile Georgia nodded. “Yeah, I made sure of it.”
Serena wasn’t fooled for a moment by this act. She strongly suspected it was actually Sven’s doing as Georgia’s brother, in addition to being a very talented chef, was a very thoughtful man and would have made Serena a plate and protected it with threats of swift beheading, or worse, promises of no dessert for anyone who touched it. Still, she humoured her lover knowing she would have done so if Sven hadn’t beat her to it. “Thanks, love. See you soon.”
She found the food well worth the cost and then some, and then spent the day, as planned, playing tourist. A quick tour of a museum, a swim at one of Jartorin’s many breathtakingly beautiful beaches, and so on. Finally it was time to settle with her hotel, then head to the spaceport and get on with the tedious chore of the pre-flight checklists that some worlds, like Jartorin, required along with the ones that any sane person not interested in breathing vacuum considered important. It was times like that when Serena regretted having built herself a private yacht.
“You’re checking out early, Professor?” asked Marcielle, the hotel’s daytime receptionist.
“Yeah, getting pretty homesick so I’m going to skive out of the last day of the conference.” Suddenly remembering an errand she’d promised to do for her mother she added, “Oh! Will you have my luggage and packages sent ahead to the ‘port and loaded on my ship? I’ve just remembered I've promised my Mum I’d send her pictures of some of the older buildings downtown.”
“Certainly,” the girl said, smiling as she summoned a bellhop.
Fascinating little gadgets, Serena thought as she watched the little ‘bot collect her things and then hurry through the door. Wish I could get one to take apart to see how it works.
“Leaving again so soon, Professor Serena?” asked Robarin, the hotel’s ancient doorman, as soon as she’d stepped out into the bright early afternoon sun.
Serena smiled slightly at ‘Professor Serena’; she’d tried to get the man to just call her Serena for the first couple of days there, starting with the moment they met and he'd, despite being older than her grandfather, insisted on helping her carry in her luggage.
At Serena’s nod the old man asked, “Will you need another taxi?”
“Yes, please, if you could be so kind. I'm off to do some last sightseeing then I’ll be headed home. So this is good bye.”
She kissed his cheek before he turned to perform the mystic rituals of doormen the universe over that can, seemingly, conjure transportation from thin air. “That would be a bit early, wouldn’t it?” he asked in a politely puzzled tone which made Serena giggle as it reminded her so amusingly of her Granny’s ancient and tuxedoed butler back on Earth.
Shrugging, she answered, “Yeah, but the conference is over for me. I’m really missing my fiancée and my own gravity.”
“I thought we have less gravity than your world?" he asked as the taxi landed neatly beside them and the door irised open. “You mentioned it when you arrived as I recall.”
“You do,” Serena said looking around to be sure she hadn’t set down anything she’d forgotten to pick back up. “I’m tired of overdoing it picking things up and hitting myself in the nose,” she explained with a wink.
The old gentleman chuckled as he squeezed her hand and helped her into the speeder. “Have a wonderful flight then, Professor Serena,” he said with a bow as the door resealed.
“Old downtown, please,” Serena said checking the holocrystals in her camera. “No place in particular, just somewhere the building are from some other millennium will do.”
Mum, why can’t you just come indulge your odd fascination with buildings the gods call old in person? she thought, shaking her hair from her face and settling in to watch the city pass by the nearest window when an oily, pretentiously accented voice startled her out of her thoughts.
“I’m terribly sorry, Professor Cole, but we won’t be able to indulge your sightseeing plans.”
The voice was unfamiliar, but not so the face. Looking at her was a tall, brunette, green eyed, muscular form she’d seen more than once in the news, Janoke Greenbriar, one of Anerix’s top scientists and a member of their High Command. All Serena knew about him was that he supposedly had a Professorship in biology, genetics, and chemistry, but that it was as often attributed to one of a dozen prestigious schools as to being a prize from a box of snacks; that he had studied as a doctor on a world that used medical schools – again as often an important one as Fantasyland, and that the politest opinion of him she’d encountered had still been ‘lunatic asshole’.
This can’t be good, she thought anxiously before saying as calmly as she could, “Driver, please just let me off here. I can manage on my own and this ‘gentleman’ obviously is in rather a hurry, and I’m on a tight schedule myself.”
She hadn’t expected it to work; it seemed foolish to believe the driver wasn’t working for the foul man, but her Grandmother had always told her ‘it never hurts to try.’ Too late she recalled all the fond reminiscences of her Grandfather that proved just how much it can hurt to try he’d experienced growing up.
Chuckling in a way that made Serena’s skin crawl, Janoke said, “Professor, please, let’s not insult your intelligence or mine. This man is, as you well know, in my employ. But, I assure you I mean you no harm. Quite the contrary, really. You see, I have a very generous offer to make, a bit of a business proposition you might say, and one best made in private as well as with your absolute attention.” He used the kind of silky tones Serena usually associated with Elairian travelling merchants which left her thinking that if he had told her water was wet, that this large wooden plant was called a tree, or that it’s a lovely day, she’d not only check it for herself, but also consult a second opinion before believing him.
“‘Generous’ you say? Does that mean you’re going to stop talking so I don’t have to smell your breath? There’re lozenges for that, you know? I can recommend a fantastic apothecary.” Serena was none too thrilled with the situation and as he didn't seem inclined to obey any rules of propriety she didn’t feel she ought to bother either. Besides, between his breath and the absolutely foul cologne he was wearing she was beginning to feel ill.
Her comment derived a chuckle from the driver who, when Janoke’s smile turned to a glare, turned it into a coughing fit while Serena simply smiled sweetly at her captor.
Regaining his composure, somewhat, Janoke responded, “My dear, insults are quite unnecessary. I merely want to present a business proposal, as I said. An exchange, to be precise. You provide the services of that lovely mind of yours to Anerix and we, in return, will provide you with wealth beyond reckoning, the most advanced laboratories that science and clever engineering can conceive, minions and flunkies to cater to your every whim or menial need, harems of gorgeous men all your devoted and willing slaves, a planet or three to rule as supreme goddess of or, if you prefer, to quietly retire to for solitude and quiet meditation.”
He reminds me of when Roger got back from that trip to Berlin, Serena thought recalling her young nephew telling her about a candy store there which had been larger than his house.
She rolled her eyes. “Anerix is neither that wealthy nor that powerful. Your planet and its allies together aren’t even as well off as some of the Alliance’s member worlds are individually … and what you propose neither the Galfarran Union, the old Federation, nor the damned Empire could manage (or have managed). I’m fairly certain that even Drochslem, may he rot in some pit of eternal suffering, couldn’t have made good on such an elaborate offer. Why don’t you just save your sales pitches for the gullible, mentally deficient, or morally defective? They’re more likely to believe you – or, at least, to agree enough with your ruddy government to consider it to be reward enough. I’ve nothing to offer your High Chancellor and want absolutely nothing to do with he or you. Now, as you seem to be intelligent enough to produce and interpret speech might I also assume you’ve brains enough to realise you’re wasting your own time as well as mine and let me out of this bleeding taxi right now?”
Provoking the demented madman who is powerfully positioned in a corrupt world government and in whose mercy you find yourself is not a very good way to prove your intelligence, girlie, Serena thought. Then she decided, No, wait, if he wants your mind then proving you’ve lost it or that you simply haven’t got one is possibly a perfectly brilliant way to make the bad man go away.
“Professor, Professor, such little imagination. Frankly, I’m shocked. Naturally, your contributions would be the catalyst for our ascension to ultimate lords of all the universe. What I’ve just offered would hardly be pocket change to the great empire Anerix could become with your help. Your official salary would be nothing less than your every whim and desire catered to without delay or question. Our expressions of gratitude can be quite generous, I assure you.”
What does this bloody fool want with me? Serena wondered before saying, “What could I contribute to such a megalomaniacal lunacy and, what’s more, why would I? Never mind the logical fallacy that if I knew a way to conquer the universe and were inclined to do it I would have done it and Anerix be damned, there's the simple and inescapable fact that I’m a mathematician whose interests in science do not include weapons. My skills in engineering are better suited to toys for pets and small children or, with help, pleasure craft. I assure you, you disgusting jackass, that I publish all of my research quite publicly. My contributions to science, these days, amount to trying to teach my students how they might further the subject themselves. My talents as inventor, as you see, have all the military applications of a bath toy … unless you count knowing enough geometry and physics to construct a trebuchet, but a random history student or fan could do it just as well or better. Even if I did know how to help you, I wouldn’t. Even if I believed your offer I would tell you to shove it up your arse till you choke on it. Am I quite clear?”
“My dear Professor, any fool with a proper grasp of violence can invent or design a weapon. No, I need your genius for something far more … specialised. You have unwittingly conceived a tool that will grant godhood to one who has the will and vision to use it, and I need your help to design and build it. We can discuss it more on the way to one of my private estates where you will be staying as my guest.” He drew a small silver gun that Serena thought might be a stunner but was not expert enough in weapons, beyond which part to direct at the Other Guy (which she saw Janoke was well aware of himself), to identify.
“Please do co-operate, my dear, I would really hate to risk injuring you while trying to subdue you. That comm that you’ve been trying to use is being jammed, in case you hadn’t noticed, but I can’t continue doing so when that door opens so I must ask you to hand it over now, along with your purse – I don’t have time to search it carefully.”
Whoops, Serena thought, whether that’s deadly or not and whether or not he’s bluffing, that thing looks really unpleasant, and he’s not renowned for his sanity.
Sighing, Serena haughtily handed over her purse and comm as she said, “Your arguments intrigue me. I’ve decided I shall accompany you to hear this fascinating but nonsensical proposal you’re so eager about. Though I would like to mention that it would be more polite to have made an appointment … or at least to have said ‘please’.”
Serena hoped, as she climbed out of the taxi, that Janoke couldn't tell how very frightened she was. Soon, though, they were boarding a ship so ostentatiously large and modern it could only be referred to as a private yacht because ‘small personal cruise-liner’ would be too cumbersome, and she was far too dumbstruck by the garishly flaunted wealth to be scared.
“We will speak more later. If you’ll excuse me I must see to other matters,” Janoke said before hurrying off down a plushly carpeted hallway.
Serena was led to a comfortably appointed and spacious stateroom. The fact that the room wasn’t too small for even an Ilzwokie to curl up in, combined with its rich furnishing just made her more nervous. It told her that they really did need her for some kind of daft scheme where her good health and comfort would be important … such as for thinking. In a moment of frustration Serena wondered just how desperate for professors Tobias was, exactly, but logic caught up with her and she began wondering, instead, just how sincere the offer of those recruiters at the conference the day before had been.
Left alone with these thoughts, the ship began to lift from Jartorin as the first of Serena’s tears fell down her cheek.




Chapter 2
Georgia woke the next day so excited she couldn’t eat and was dancing and singing her way through her morning. Simply unable to concentrate on anything, she decided to try calling Serena. The call wouldn’t connect but, at first, she didn’t think much of it; communications to a ship in hyperspace could be a little sketchy unless it’s a large cruise liner or military ship where they could have a more complex hypernet array. While she didn’t follow any of the explanations her mother or Serena had attempted to give her, she had understood that Serena’s ship worked oddly to go really fast and that this had been giving both women headaches getting the comm to work at all when not in normal space.
Must still be glitchy, she thought sadly after the third unsuccessful try. Disappointed, she decided to cheer herself up by visiting The Coffee Shoppe and getting a sugar rush with a little coffee in.
By the time she’d reached the little café, Georgia was feeling better. She felt like it was Winter Fest Eve and she was supposed to be trying to go to sleep while anticipating the treats the Solani5 were going to leave.
As she skipped into the shop Donovan looked up and smiled at her. “You’re in a good mood this morning,” he said in his thick Irish brogue that always seemed present regardless what language he was speaking.
“Yep! Serena’ll be home later today! She said ‘around tea’.”
“Will she?” he asked surprised as he started counting his fingers trying to work out when he’d lost track of the date. “I thought she was due tomorrow … or the day after."
“She was, but all the really fun boring science stuff is over so she decided not to stick around. Can I get one of those things Father O’Malley called ‘a chocolate6 filled mortal sin’ and a farlayan turnaround?” Georgia said in English, as Donovan had, despite living on Sweytz for nearly a decade, never become completely fluent in Galfarran.
“‘Turnarou—’ Georgia, dear, do you mean a turnover?” he asked.
Looking over at the case of baked goods, Georgia shrugged. “Oh, yeah, guess I do. I can never remember that for some reason. Why’re they called ‘turnovers’ anyway?”
Now it was Donovan’s turn to shrug. “No idea. You could ask Viktor; even if he doesn’t know you’ll have made his day giving him an excuse to look it up.”
“No thanks, I’d like an answer that won’t see me listening to a linguistics and social history lesson for the next korva7.”
Donovan fought a smile and choked trying not to laugh. “That’s a rather uncharitable thing to say about your father.”
“Maybe, but it’s still true,” Georgia said smiling sweetly while Donovan warmed the pastry and began blending seven varieties of chocolate with a shot of thick, almost syrupy, coffee, topping it all with a mountain of whipped cream.
There are definitely perks when your father is engaged to a coffee shop owner, she thought as she watched Don add extra of her favourite kinds of chocolate after he handed her two turnovers.
The two chatted for a little while before Georgia decided to get on with her day. She found herself still too anxious to concentrate on anything and, having nothing pressing to do anyway, she tried to look for ways to entertain herself so the time might pass quicker. Crystabel, Georgia’s twin and their older sister, Merideth, helped. They took her shopping in New Junil and then they all went to a concert in one of its parks. Before long it was afternoon. 
When Serena hadn’t shown by early evening Georgia tried calling again but wasn’t worried by the lack of answer, suspecting Serena had just been delayed a little. It wasn’t until dinner had come and gone without any word Georgia started to really worry.
“She’ll probably be in normal space by now, at least,” Meri said sounding especially worried herself while Crystabel continued putting elaborate braids in the older girl’s hair in an absentminded way that meant she, too, was getting very worried.
“Yeah,” Georgia said as she nervously keyed Serena’s comm. Still no answer.
Something terrible has happened, Georgia thought trying not to cry.
All three women looked at one another with rapidly growing worry etched in each face.
“Maybe …” Crystabel began but couldn’t think of any suggestions.
"I’ll call the hotel. M-Maybe she went … went diving or something where her comm doesn't work and she’s lost track of the time," Georgia said in a tone that clearly said she was trying to convince herself of the words.
Keying the hotel, Georgia waited, barely daring to breathe. Very soon a man appeared saying, “Dragisi Hotel, how may I help you?”
“Hi, uh, I was calling to ask if Serena Cole has checked out yet.”
Consulting a book of pages that each scrolled log data he stopped at one and read it for a moment. “She did. Late this morning.”
Georgia’s heart sank as did the other two’s, both in sympathy for their sister as well as in fear for someone who’d been a good friend since they were all small children.
“Thank you,” she said quietly as she disconnected and keyed the spaceport Serena had landed at.
“I need to know when the Sweytzian private yacht ‘Heinlein’ departed, please," Georgia burst out in a single breath the moment the call connected.
After checking a computer the woman on the display replied, “It hasn’t. The owner has put in a request to hold the dock indefinitely.”
“It what? Wh-when was that?” Georgia asked positively confused. Why would Serena have decided to stay without calling? And if she’s still on Jartorin why doesn’t she answer when I call? she wondered, feeling faint. It was clear from their faces that the other two were pondering the same mystery. Georgia could sense, as the twins had always been able to share their thoughts and feelings, Crystabel trying desperately to believe nothing terrible could have happened.
“I’m sorry, but all other details are flagged as private.”
Georgia cursed herself for having told Serena not to bother making her a co-owner of the Heinlein. Her reasoning had been that there’d never be any point since Serena was the only person who could work the bizarre stardrive the eccentric woman had built. It’d seemed like such a perfectly sensible thing then. 
“Thank you,” Georgia said so weakly as she cut the connection that she doubted the woman had heard her.
Georgia could hardly speak and was shaking too badly to work the comm. Crystabel took the small device from her twin’s unresisting hand and keyed the Jartorin Public Security.
“Yes? How may I help you?” asked a woman of some pale, green furred race Crys had never seen before.
“I need to report someone missing,” she answered in a trembling voice. "Her name is Serena Cole, a Sweytzian visiting Prethled. She was supposed to have left about twenty nulaire ago, but her ship is still at ‘port and no one can reach her comm, but she checked out of her hotel this morning.”
The woman on the comm looked sympathetic and consoling, but not very concerned. “She’s not been missing a full day? Has there been any reason to suspect foul play? I can already tell you she has been neither arrested, hospitalised, nor found dead,” she offered in a gentle tone at Crystabel’s bemused shake of her head. “Look, this happens a lot. Your world has a shorter day than ours? Yes? Far more likely then, is she’s on one of our beaches and fallen asleep. It’s easy enough to do that it makes our apothecaries a fortune on burn creams for visiting off-worlders. If she hasn’t turned up in another twenty nulaire, or if you have any strong evidence of a criminal act, just call back. We’re a safe and quiet planet though, so odds are slim anything has happened to her.”
Stunned, Crystabel disconnected the call without thinking, before it had occurred to her how absurd that had sounded and several choice tirades flooded her mind. She decided it’d do too little good to be worth calling back to voice them and wouldn’t let Georgia have the comm back to do it herself.
“I promise, I won’t call Jartorin back,” Georgia said after she’d had time to calm down enough to mean it. Taking the comm back, she keyed it so numbly that rather than reaching her Daddy Rur directly, as she’d intended, she’d called the Delthakk Vataredi8 offices. 
The moment she saw Georgia's face Shirin, who’d answered the call, turned her head and yelled, “Hey Rur! One of your kids is on the line and, by the look on her face, wants to murder most of a planet.”
In a few heartbeats the image changed to a very large Kivanian man. "Georgia? What’s …” he began but she cut him off.
Tears running down her face Georgia began speaking, trying to get it all out before she couldn’t. “Serena’s missing and those vitollik won’t look for her,” she managed before Crystabel had to take over, “because it isn’t tomorrow.” Having regained the ability to speak Georgia added, “And they’re too far away for me to start breaking them until they agree to look for her.” She choked to a halt, but Crystabel kept up the torrent of words without a pause. “And she’s probably dead or dying in some gutter somewhere, or …” Both girls said in unison, “That’s a city Daddy! Like Junil or Tycho! A big city with random, stupid murders and drunken thugs trawling around for pretty defenceless folk to rape then kill just for amusement!” More softly and in a shuddering, sobbing near whisper Georgia finished, “I don’t know what to do.”
The twins, when younger, had seemed unable to help speaking in tandem or unison, but as they grew they gained control and only did it for their own amusement. They’d never expected to find the habit actually useful, nor could either remember the last time they’d been so upset they’d done it without really meaning to, but it’d succeeded in keeping them to only languages Rur understood, and mostly Galfarran, which they knew he appreciated as he had little talent for languages and the twins were fully capable of carrying on conversations in languages he wasn’t even sure the names of.
Long experience as a vataredi and a very orderly mind made Ruragak amazingly good at keeping up with hysterical deluges of words – so long as he could understand them – so he merely blinked slowly a few times as he played back what his daughters had said in normal speed. “Georgia, Crystabel, please, slow down, start at the beginning and stick to Galfarran, please. Your Kivanian and my English aren’t up to this.”
“Sorry,” they said together.
Georgia took a deep breath and nodded once to her twin which, Rur knew, meant they’d decided Georgia would do the speaking. “Serena never left Jartorin. Someone, probably pretending to be her, I’m sure, convinced the spaceport she’s changed her mind about leaving, but she’s checked out of her hotel and she’s not answering when I call and she’s probably been killed, and raped, and murdered, and robbed, and the police on that stupid planet don’t even believe that she’s missing because it isn’t tomorrow!” she said in a single breath and increasing desperation.
“You mean they won't look for her unless she’s been missing for a certain length of time or – aside from her disappearance – there’s evidence of a crime?” Rur asked with the eerie patience that would have been impressive enough were he Human, but with the distinctively pointed ears and dark of night eyes marking him Kivanian, a notoriously highly emotional race, had actually disquieted more than a few criminals into a full confession after only a few moments of questioning.
Having become too worked up again to help it, Georgia and Crystabel nodded in unison and said, “But Serena should have been back before dinner. Isn’t that evidence enough?!”
Muttering something that sounded rather rude in Kivanian, Rur shook his head saying, “I’ll see what I can do. I’ll … what time is it?” He glanced at his watch then looked confused for a few moments (a sure sign he’d already been puzzling over a case in the single minded way that had more than once necessitated literally dragging him away to eat). “Why don’t you try to get some rest and I’ll see you in the morning?” At the look on Georgia’s face, Rur smiled gently. “I promise if the news is urgent, I'll wake you.”
Blinking back tears Georgia nodded. “Okay.”
“We’ll find her,” he said with enough conviction that Georgia managed a faint smile.
“Thanks, Daddy.”
As the call ended, Meri, who’d been uncharacteristically quiet during the exchange, put her arms around both of the twins with tears in her eyes. Her Magvinnian senses had obviously been too overwhelmed by the other girls’ powerful thoughts and emotions as well as her own. She looked shaken as they held each other in a three-way hug. “Why don’t we all go over to the house?” Crys suggested after a while.
Georgia nodded and went to gather up the cats with Merideth as she said to the room, “Cici, dear?”
“Yes, mistress,” came the reply from nowhere particular.
“I’ll be staying over at my parents’ for a few days with Crys. Could you make sure anything important goes to my mini? Oh, and I’m taking the kitties so you won’t have to worry about them demolishing you if they’re not fed on time,” she said to the very powerful and complex computer that was, in essence, the house’s personality. Few people outside of worlds, like Junil, where being as “modern” as possible had been a major fashion for a few centuries, had ones more advanced than was needed for keeping the house clean, but Serena’s parents, when they’d built the house, had wanted something more interactive which could act as a kind of secretary.
“Very good, mistress,” came the voice.
Shortly after the three women were at the large three story home, Meri had kissed her sisters then gone to take out her emotions by slaughtering some practice dummies with her sword while Crys and Georgia went to soak in a hot soothing bath, sipping the glasses of sarileth wine Crys had poured them. The warm, deep, soothing water and the sweet, fragrant drink served to relax them enough to feel patient as they anxiously waited for Rur to find out what was going on.
Eventually, though, they both gave way to exhaustion and drifted off to sleep in Crystabel’s bed.




Chapter 3
“Didn’t anyone ever teach you to knock?” Serena said without turning around when she heard someone enter her cabin. She didn’t much care who it was but the foul cologne he wore told her it was her captor. Why do people in positions of such power always seem to feel they aren’t obliged to be polite? she wondered.
It had been a few saenead9 since lifting from Jartorin and Serena saw the twisting and morphing of space that meant the ship was shifting to hyperspace. Serena closed her eyes and fought not to start crying again.
In a voice he, evidently, thought would sound innocent Janoke said, “But Professor, you were so eager to hear my proposal, I thought you would like to return to our discussion directly.”
Still not turning around because she knew it would still be obvious she’d been crying, for fear it would make him feel more in control than he already, obviously, did Serena responded, “Well, then, get on with it.” Luckily, she was already quite angry so had no trouble sounding put upon, haughty, and (she hoped) unafraid; the last thing she wanted was for him to know how very helpless she felt.
“Indeed,” he said taking a seat. “What I need from you is for you to design us a time machine.”
Hoping he’d take the tears to be from how hard she’d started laughing when he’d said this she chanced turning around to face him. Looking him straight in the eye she said, “A what?! Are you serious?! If your precious High Chancellor needs a clock so damned badly he might want to try a ruddy store. The only thing, under these circumstances, that I'd like to build that megalomaniacal, egotistic lunatic that could tell time would contain several fargrin10 of high explosives. Take me back to Jartorin, or the nearest place I can catch a ferry back, and I'll be on my way home, thank you. I’ll give you credit, Greenbriar, I never pegged you for having a sense of humour; not even one this twisted.”
“Professor,” he said, briefly letting slip his false calm to look both annoyed and angry, before quickly recomposing himself, “You know, perfectly well, that I do not mean for you to build a timepiece.”
He took out a computer and, shortly, hovering in the air between them was a very complex equation that Serena recognised instantly since she was the one who’d written it. In short it read ‘if you do thus with an unholy load of power, you can punch a hole in space-time shaped any way you want.’ True, that also meant that, at the cost of roughly two or three suns if there were a way to harvest them, you could make a hole that could take you roughly five standard years11 forward or back. Serena had learnt some shortcuts that could make things less power hungry but, so far, they were all either impractical or outright useless.
“I’ve heard it said,” Serena said rolling her eyes at the man, “that ‘biology is for people without the maths for real science,’ but I've never actually believed it before now. Surely there is someone on the whole of Anerix who is capable of feeding an equation to a computer and convincing it to give back an answer somewhere in the same galaxy as correct.”
“Oh, I’ve worked the equation. I’ve studied the science and postulates. All of it. I just don’t, entirely, believe them. I feel that, were you given proper facilities and equipment you could revise your calculations to make this possible. Or,” he gestured to the projected symbols, “with a mind brilliant enough to conceive this, I’m sure you could work out a solution to the power problem.”
Serena turned her back on him. “No.”
Janoke smirked at the back of the young woman’s head. “Let’s see if you still feel that way tomorrow,” he said as he left the room.
Serena knew he wasn’t really a stupid man, but, half-heartedly, she tried the room’s comm just to be sure and found that it didn’t work.
Either I haven’t been hiding how helpless I feel, and he’s trying to prove to me how very true that is, or he’s trying to make me feel helpless so he can break me. Either way, I’m really in trouble, she thought as she began to cry again.
Eventually, however, outrage broke through and Serena dried her tears and started trying to think of a way out.
I’m on a ship, in hyperspace, probably headed for Anerix. I’m surrounded by armed soldiers and am likely less effective in a fight than a small kitten … after all, the kitten, at least, has lots of sharp pieces. Even if, by some miracle, I took the ship I’m not entirely sure I can pilot it, she thought, appraising the situation.
But, she told herself, you know plenty of people who do. They could walk you through it.
Irrelevant since I have less chance of taking this ship than Hamadryad, she snapped back at herself in frustration.
She took a deep breath and tried to think clearly. I guess I could try to build a comm or some other way to make a call from some of the things lying around the room, but it looks like what I’ve got to work with would still need to access the ship’s hypernet systems … She shrugged adding that to her maybe list since she had no idea how her room was cut off. Another comm might get through if only for a moment.
I could probably make a pretty convincing looking ‘weapon,’ but I doubt … no, wait, I could probably fool the soldiers into believing I had some way to power a weapon, she conceded thinking about some of the arguments she’d heard various Daggers and Defence Force members having about things in comic books and holos. I doubt, very much, Greenbriar would fall for it. Not if he knows anything at all about chemistry or physics.
She spent a few nulaire more forming and rejecting one idea after another. She finally gave up in despair as she realised most of the past nulair, and all of the past quarter of one, had been spent thinking of things she’d seen in those cheesy old Terran stereos and flat vids Richie liked so much.
She was just starting to feel fresh tears sting her eyes when she heard someone knocking. She dried her eyes and curiously opened the door to find a young woman hardly older than herself standing there with a tray. She was wearing a soldier’s uniform but, while Serena was fairly sure Anerix used the same ranks as Sweytz, they obviously denoted it differently since the woman wore no pattern Serena recognised. “Yes?”
“I’ve brought your dinner, professor,” she said timidly. “And a message from The Doctor.”
“Thank you. I guess you can put it down on that table,” she said pointing to a small table in one corner of the room. “And what’s The Roaring Idiot’s message?”
The young soldier looked completely taken aback. Serena wasn’t sure if it was from her kindly tone or her insulting ‘The Doctor.’ She then wondered if, maybe, it was both.
“H-he says to tell you that he’s sorry that he can’t join you for dinner, but he has work to see to as well as an appointment to speak with the High Chancellor.”
“Oh. What a pity,” Serena said flatly. “And I was so looking forward to his company while I ate,” she added with all the sarcasm she still had energy to muster.
The other woman just looked at her, still obviously awestruck. Evidently, Serena thought, she’d be honoured to get an apology from the foul man that he couldn’t make it to dinner with her.
“Do you have something to do, or would you like to keep me company?” Serena asked her, desperate for some company who didn’t want something from her.
Much less timidly now the girl said, “I’m to be your guard this shift.” She paused thoughtfully before adding, “Since my orders are just to keep you from getting out and making trouble I don’t see why that can’t be done from in here as well as from the corridor.” She looked sternly at Serena for a moment before saying, “But don’t try anything. I’m authorised to subdue you ‘by whatever means necessary’ if you do.”
Serena saluted the woman, placing her left hand to her chest and bowing her head, with a smile. “But of course,” she said. Then taking a seat at the table and gesturing to the other chair she said, “Have a seat. What’s your name, dear?”
“Verlot Sheldred,” she said sitting down a little warily not taking her eyes – a peculiar shade of violet that Serena usually only ever saw on Xentorns, not coppery skinned Humans – off Serena, nor did she let her hand stray far from her sidearm.
“I’m a university professor, not a mithoska12, dear,” Serena said smiling more broadly, “What’s your name?”
Looking thoroughly shocked that Serena would take such interest, the girl blushed and answered, “Kristog, Professor.”
“Please. Call me Serena. You hungry, Kristog?”
“Not really.”
“Me either. Still, we might as well see what this is,” Serena said lifting the lid to find braised calthelts in salted brandy. A Feltwiki delicacy which Serena didn’t care for, but she didn’t class it inedible either. Not normally, anyhow. She took one bite and discovered more salt than brandy and that the calthelts were overcooked.
“Ugh. Did The Doctor cook this himself?” she asked downing several large drinks of the iced flithgré that was the only part of Feltwiki cuisine Serena really liked. “What’d it ever do to him?”
Kristog chuckled. “No, his personal chef made it. The servants who test the food say he isn’t very good, but The Doctor doesn’t seem to notice.”
Serena shrugged. “There’s no accounting for taste, I guess.” She proceeded to, very cautiously, sample the rest of the food. The only things that proved edible were a custard tart neither girl could identify, and some kind of pink stewed vegetable that Kristog thought might have come from Ruvellia, but didn’t recall the name of.
The two sat and chatted for several nulaire. Serena found Kristog to be a bright and engaging girl a bit younger than herself who’d grown up on Anerix and hoped, one day, to have a place among their High Command, the High Chancellor’s personal advisors and chief ministers.
They spent time comparing their homeworlds; Serena discussing both Ireland, where she was born, and Sweytz, where she’d grown up while Kristog talked of Varlsti, the small tropical island on Anerix where she was from. They passed the time happily and became fast friends.
“You don’t like the Chancellor, much, do you?” Kristog asked curiously after they’d been talking about all manner of things for nearly two nulaire.
Serena answered thoughtfully, “Not implicitly, no.” She shook her head and smirked. “This whole abduction business certainly puts a bit of a crimp in my opinion of the man. Too, I can’t abide tyranny no matter how noble the tyrant’s intentions. Call it cultural memory – my ancestors fought against the kings and queens of the island next door and their various attempts to control Ireland for centuries. Add that Sweytz was founded under the goal of the most freedom an organised society can achieve … I just can’t think very highly of him on a number of philosophical levels, you see?”
“’Peace, prosperity, and security are always worth the cost,’” Kristog said in a tone that sounded like she was reciting. “I’m sure whatever the High Chancellor wants with you will be for the Greater Good. I’m, truly, sorry we’ve had to be forceful, but I’m sure whatever it is we need you for will be worthwhile, and you’ll be glad that we did this once you’ve seen all the good it brings.”
The young girl was so sincere and earnest that Serena didn’t have the heart to argue. “I hope you’re right, though at present it just seems like megalomania,” she said squeezing the girl’s hand.




Chapter 4
Janoke sat in his cabin aboard the Vigreth contemplating his young captive while he awaited the call from the High Chancellor that he knew would be coming.
She’s undoubtedly frightened, he thought, taking a bite of a calthelt and savouring the flavour. That should make her easy to control. Too bad she won’t co-operate willingly; it would make things easier. He sighed as he set his plate back onto the heated tray and replaced the insulated cover. About that moment the comm chimed.
“The man is nothing if not absurdly predictable,” he said wryly as he answered the call.
“Doctor,” The Chancellor said the moment the connection completed. “Where are the new scientists I asked you to find me?”
“Fools, morons, and buffoons all of them, I’m afraid. Though some could be useful enough, even if they’re not brilliant. I’ve got a recruitment team targeting the best of them, such as they are, even as we speak – none of them were worth the special attention of any of the High Command, to say nothing of yourself, Chancellor. You’ll have your new blood soon, I expect, but if you were hoping for something exceptional you’ll be very disappointed.”
“What of that lasers expert?” The Chancellor asked suspiciously.
“The …” Janoke was stunned for a moment. He’d certainly not seen or heard about any lasers being discussed at the conference. Suddenly recalling how the Chancellor’s mind tended to work and his lack of attention span for any academia that wasn’t philosophical, he realised who was meant.
“Do you, my lord, mean Doctor Vrikstl? The Avirion surgeon?”
The Chancellor thought for a moment. “As I recall only one person was discussing lasers at all. Everyone else was just there to bicker over theory.”
Janoke prayed for patience as he took a deep breath and let it out slowly before saying, “He was merely there to discuss and demonstrate a refinement he has made to a treatment for cathryxias, a fatal ailment among his species and a disfiguring one among a few other avian races13.”
The High Chancellor frowned. “Very well, Doctor. Keep me posted. I expect some good news by tomorrow.”
“Of course,” Janoke said as he disconnected the call and returned to his meal, fully thankful the man had kept it brief this time.
As he started on the striflik egg tart, a personal favourite and his chef’s speciality, he gathered up and began reviewing the information his agents had gathered about his guest. Serena had already proven herself to be less sensible than her apparent brilliance would have suggested to him, and he had become worried this might extend to some fairytale chivalry that would need more than fear for her own future to keep under control. Besides that he was also beginning to suspect she was refusing to help him simply to go off alone and steal his envisioned destiny.
Part of him had expected that the Sweytzian might prove unreasonable – believing the lot of that planet’s population to be terribly foolish – so he’d sent his personal intelligence agents to find out anything they could about her only moments after deciding he had to have her. He frowned at the pitifully little they had gathered in almost half a korva. The previous sulid he had discussed the pathetic performance with some of the agents and suggested a few incentives in hopes to motivate them to do better, but they all insisted that the planet kept very few records on its people – especially an apparently model citizen like the professor.
“Ah! Finally! Something useful!” he said looking at one of the newest reports.
“Hmm … family on Earth, engaged to a young local dancer, and performs in a band with some friends at a local bar … possible romantic connection to some of her band mates … This will do nicely,” he said with a grin. 
If she takes any fairytale notions into her head I’ve got the tools to play the game too … and win, he thought chuckling.




Chapter 5
As she came into the house, Anastasia was surprised to find people besides Viktor awake so early. Rur was pacing the living room in agitation while talking to Georgia who looked simply wilted and like her whole world was doing its best to end. Her eyes were puffy and red; her fair skin, platinum hair, and pale ice-blue eyes seemed drained of what little colour they’d ever possessed; and her hair and the light robe she wore against the chilly, damp morning looked a kind of dishevelled that Ana had never seen on the girl, unless you count the few moments after birth when no one looks their best.
“It seems,” Rur was saying, “the last anyone saw of her was a doorman at the hotel who’d flagged her a taxi. He recalled there’d already been a passenger in the speeder, but hadn’t thought anything of it. It’s a perfectly common practice there, especially in the larger cities like Prethled. Still, we’re in some luck, he’s remarkably good at recalling faces he’s seen for only a moment … The bad news is the description could have been Janoke Greenbriar of Anerix’s High Command who was on Jartorin for the conference, but that hardly proves anything.”
Ana had just realised that Georgia was crying the exhausted, tearless way people do when they’ve run out of tears but not emotion when the girl shifted in a blink from desolation to anger so intense it brought back all of her colour and then some as Crystabel came into the room carrying four cups of coffee and looking only slightly better than her twin. Ana suddenly felt a wave of sympathy for the strange and intense bond the two shared.
“What’s he done with her?! I’ll skin him alive!” Georgia said leaping up … or trying. Rur was holding her down on the sofa.
“Georgia, calm down,” he said holding the tiny woman down with one hand while accepting the steaming cup from Crys who sat down beside her sister and snuggled against her. “We don’t know that he, or anyone else, has Serena, just that someone looking like the man was in that taxi.”
Ana’s heart skipped a beat. She thought of her wife’s sisters as her own, an attitude so common on Sweytz that many of those who grow up on the planet don’t even know the Galfarran term for ‘in-laws’, and Serena, being both neighbour and best friends with several of the children near her age since arriving there fourteen years before had been counted by many of the household as sister or daughter even before she and Georgia had started dating.
“What’s going on?” Ana asked, sitting down and accepting the coffee which she’d finally realised was for her, it finally sinking in that Georgia had probably told Crys that she was there.
“Serena’s missing and that worthless Greenbriar scum has her,” Georgia supplied, telling her nothing she hadn’t already heard.
She looked at Rur for help as he was the only one there likely to be any. Crystabel may not have looked as upset as Georgia, but it wasn’t emotion that’d caused Georgia’s unhelpful answer, it was just the way both girls’ minds worked. 
Rur sighed looking over at Ana. “She’s pretty much said it,” he explained flatly. “Georgia says Serena was coming home early and was planning to do some sightseeing while waiting to be cleared to lift … and she’s very late. If you didn’t hear, the last she was seen, that I can find out about, is when she got in a cab with someone looking like that Anerix science minister who caused that nasty scandal for the High Command about unethical experimental practices and questions about if those people had really volunteered.”
“Call Jill.”
Crystabel, Georgia, and Rur all wore nearly identical expressions of complete bewilderment. In a voice suggesting she thought Ana had gone mad, Crystabel asked, “Ana, why should we call Jill? I’m pretty sure Serena isn’t trapped inside a computer … I thought you hate cinema. There’s not actually a play with one of those cheap plots now, is there?!”
“The spaceports – they don’t have very good security. Tech Guy always mentions something about it,” Ana explained nonplussed. “That’s the only part in anything like Galfarran though; after that he starts talking computer. Tech’s busy with something right now, but I’d bet Jill can do it. I thought, maybe, she can learn something for you … like if that Greenbriar guy is still on the planet or something.”
Georgia was off the sofa so fast Ana thought she must have gone through hyperspace in the process and was calling Jill.
“Hi, hon,” the young cryptographer said when she came onto the display. She frowned when she saw Georgia’s face. “What’s wrong?”
“Serena’s missing. Ana thinks you might be able to ask the spaceport to look for her.”
“What?!” the woman asked in a mix of shock and incredulity.
“Serena? She’s missing. I need you to make the spaceport on Jartorin tell us where she’s gone,” Georgia explained slowly and, clearly, thinking her normally brilliant friend had suffered some damaging head injury.
“Georgia, sweetie,” Jill said with enormous patience, “could you, please, either talk sense or let me talk to one of the people that passes for sane in that house? I love you girl, but you’re crazy enough at your best.”
Ana stepped over and took the comm. Jill groaned theatrically. “Georgia! I said ‘sane’ not ‘crazier’,” she said, as she smiled and winked at Ana. “Start talking, hon. What’s the plot?”
“Serena’s gone missing …” Ana began, but Jill interrupted.
“I gathered that,” she said sarcastically.
“Yeah, well, Tech always says the spaceports are easy to get into. I thought you might be able to tell us something,” Ana continued unfazed.
“Ana, hon, spaceports don’t track people. They usually don’t even track ships once they’ve left the system. What do you propose I ask the computer?” she asked in strained tones. Jill, like many who delved into the world of technology had limited patience for those who didn’t understand what Ana tended to think of as ‘eldritch magics’.
“Oh! Sorry,” Ana said not having realised her logic wasn’t perfectly obvious. “Janoke Greenbriar, is he still there? If not, where’d he go?”
Georgia grabbed the comm from Ana’s hand, having got a sudden inspiration. “Jilly! Serena’s ship! Can you find out anything about a fake order to hold the dock?”
Without hesitation Jill said, “Sure to both, though that last one is going to take some doing. It’s not any of it actually poor security. Jordan was just bragging again. Let’s see …” She turned away from the comm. Tech had tried to teach Ana the secret Arts of computers, as well as four Dagger computer wizards who preceded him. All of them went off to have a strong drink and a lie down, except one who praised her saying, “At least you’re not as bad as Vik” and pronounced her competent to break any computer she set to working on.
After a moment, without looking up from her computer, Jill said, “A ship belonging to Greenbriar departed yesterday … and declined to specify destination. Private vessels don’t have to out that way, usually … lot like us.” She continued working her wizardry before adding, “Well, the extend order was a hack. Not a bad one, but not good enough. I can probably trace … yeah, it came from Greenbriar’s dock just before he took off.”
“But you can find out where he was going, right?” Georgia asked on the verge of renewed tears and in a pleading tone Ana had never heard before, not even when Georgia had been a very little girl.
Jillian frowned, looking grim. “Probably. If they’ve arrived on a planet that keeps public docking records I could have it in … maybe thirty saenead, but if not I’ll have to call in a few favours with some of my friends over in Intelligence and that could take nulaire or even days.” She sighed and did a few things then frowned some more. “There’re a few thousand stars they could have reached by now. I’ll call you back when I know something. Take care, love. Someone hug her for me until I can get away from here to do it myself.” And the call ended.
It took a nulair and a half, actually, though Ana felt the clock was wrong and an eternity (at least) had passed. Had Georgia been in much of a mood to acknowledge that clocks could exist she would have agreed.
Jill’s call came back as the sun had risen completely and as the sounds of the, roughly, two dozen other people in the household beginning to wake filtered down, most of them unaware of the crisis as they had been in bed or had come in after Meri, Georgia and Crys had fallen asleep.
“I found him. Greenbriar’s ship landed on Lothirex, an Anerix protectorate a long damned way the opposite side of Illizwik from here,” Jill said with less than her usual enthusiasm.
Georgia lit up, but Jillian started to look as grave as she’d sounded. “Bad news, babe, it’s not officially Anerix that he’s in the territory of, only a close ally, so he can just be disavowed by the Chancellor as working on his own like with that bio-weapons research a few years back. The local militias, who act as a sort of vataredi, can’t touch him. Stupid world has a kind of legal loophole where, essentially, all private property is outside government control – a house is a sovereign state and you, as owner, are supreme ruler … no law of the planet applies!”
Georgia’s expression turned to a kind of ferocious happy which made her look remarkably like her older sister Lyndsey. Ana took a half step back. When Georgia spoke her voice was disconcertingly perky and carried a venom that promised slow, painful, (and only if the victim were lucky) death, “Good! I’ll just go ring the bell then start paper-cutting him head to foot before throwing that rotten vitollik in a tub of varnori juice, salt, and salarin peppers!”
Georgia stormed to the door where she ran face first into Viktor’s chest and fell to the floor. He’d evidently been out for a morning ride since before Rur had got home. “Ow! Who put a wall in the door?” she asked rubbing her nose.
“Are you all right?” he asked offering her a hand up.
“Not really, but I will be as soon as I can get my hands on that shirgrin of a mad scientist and make him wish I were a forgiving enough person to, eventually, kill him.”
Vik’s eyebrows rose. “Do you care to elaborate, dear?”
“No. I don’t. I’ve got to find my way to a planet I’ve only just heard of and commit a lot of gratuitous violence. Crys, or Daddy, or Ana, or whoever will happily do the elaborating for me, I’m sure. Oh, by the way, do you happen to know the unlock code for Momma’s or Lyn’s ships?”
Viktor shook his head and kept a firm grip on Georgia’s shoulder, holding the girl in place. She looked from his hand to his face and back. “Daddy, I can’t move with you holding me like this,” she said sternly.
“That’s the idea, Georgia,” he said, slightly exasperated, as he marched her to a sofa. “Now, someone please explain just what is going on?”
Crystabel spoke up first. “That character from Anerix High Command, the scientist one … Greenbriar? He kidnapped Serena and took her to Lothirex where no one official can touch him so Georgia is going to find out if it’s possible for someone to die from … pain … alone …” she sheepishly and haltingly said the last few words seeing the look on her father’s face. Viktor had very strict views on torture and other forms of induced suffering which, having suffered both in his past, it’s generally accepted he has a definite right to.
Viktor looked at Rur quizzically and sighed heavily at the larger man’s shrug which clearly said, ‘That about sums it up.’
Viktor looked around the room. “Are you sure?”
All of them nodded, and Ana supplied, “Jilly confirmed it with some fancy computing stuff.”
Vik and Crys looked at the small woman, blinking, for a moment. Everyone who knew Ana well often wondered how much such statements were an act and how often they were the result of all of her energy and none-too-little intelligence being rather single-mindedly dedicated to only a few interests.
Finally, taking a few deep breaths, Viktor looked sternly at his daughter. “Georgia, while it is understandable how you feel, torture is not an option.”
“But it wouldn’t be illegal on that planet and is it actually torture when it’s a bad person who clearly deserves it?” Georgia replied either oblivious to or uncaring about her father’s past in her mix of fear and anger.
Vik looked imploringly at Rur. The Kivanian was sitting there with a carefully neutral expression on his face. Kivanians, infamous for the intensities of their passions, tend to view their emotions as sacred, especially emotional extremes, and Rur believed strongly in this view. He wasn’t going to offer Georgia any resistance or Vik any help, but out of his own fear for his daughter’s wellbeing he was resolutely refraining from giving her any encouragement.
“I wish this could be your fault, but she went and got my eyes,” Viktor said wearily. Though a much lighter blue, the twins' eyes otherwise looked very much like his, having inherited both the crystal-like quality to the colour and, courtesy of his Mugdaran father, a not-quite-Human shape to the pupil.
“You could call it Tera’s fault. She’d probably thank you,” Ana offered brightly.
“Ana, don’t help,” Viktor said, though he had a hint of amusement on his face from imagining telling Tera that and realising she probably would thank him.
Ana stuck her tongue out at Vik as she pulled her own comm out of a pocket and keyed Darrien Hawke, founder of the freelance freedom fighting and professional heroing group Darrien’s Daggers.
“Yes?” said the grey haired handsome man as he came into view.
“Hey, Old Man, could you get Lyn and a handful of others … Marty for sure and, if she can be dragged out of whatever engine she’s climbed into long enough to hear what’s happened, Ren too? Tell them we’ve got a rescue thing to do, that civil war on Darvi will have to wait or you’ll have to send someone else,” she explained quickly and in very casual tones.
Darrien pinched the bridge of his nose in a way he often found himself doing when dealing with certain of his Daggers. He took a deep breath and a sip of some magenta drink with vapours rising off of it before saying, “Do I want to ask, or should I just assume it’s not morally reprehensible, has at least a slim chance of being technically legal, and that if I ask ‘why’ I’ll regret it for the rest of my life?”
Ana had been a Dagger for a few years and had learnt one critical thing very quickly: that optimism is a good way to stay focused and sane in a crisis, or when dealing with pain, fear, and/or trauma. She kept a very bright, cheerful, and nonchalant manner to keep herself joining Georgia and Crystabel on the sofa in a tearful and sniffling embrace. “Serena’s been kidnapped and we’ll probably need to do something violent and daring to get her back from The Bad Guys.”
“Ana, you are quite possibly the only person I know who can say something like that so bright and chipper and it means you aren’t joking. I’ll have everyone ready and loading up that little freighter Ren’s been working on by the time you get here,” and the call ended.
Ana knew Darrien was confirming what she’d said while getting everything together. His philosophy was ‘it’s better to have to call: ‘false alarm’ than to delay things over uncertainty.’ She’d also, long ago, concluded the man was omniscient. She’d never really caught him at gathering this intel, and few people she knew had any claims to doing it either. He always brushed it off with “You just have to ask the right people the right questions,” but Ana felt that poorly explained times it seemed that there hadn’t been time for the question to have got far enough for an answer, let alone for the reply to have got back. Less fanciful friends of Darrien just chalked it up to his seeming to be on a first name basis with nearly everyone in the tri-galaxies.
In any event, knowing everything or everyone, when Ana arrived less than a nulair later he had a team gathered as promised. He also, obviously, had some kind of plan as several Daggers were busily loading an extraordinary number of identical crates onto an antiquated freighter Renata and several of the other techs had been busily refitting for the past korva.




Chapter 6
Serena and Kristog’s conversation drifted on until Serena had to admit exhaustion and went to bed while Kristog went to finish her shift out in the corridor.
When she woke, Serena was a bit dazed as she tried to work out her unfamiliar surroundings.  Eventually her memory caught up and she remembered she was a captive on Greenbriar’s ship.  Looking over at the time and making some quick estimates she realised she was not headed to Anerix as she’d expected, nor to Sweytz where she’d prayed she would be. Either one she should have been looking at normal space through the windows by now unless the ship were slower than most of this type, and she very much doubted that Janoke Greenbriar was the sort to have any out of date drive systems on his ships.
Serena wished she had the stomach for the sort of violence which becomes unavoidable if one wishes to escape a lunatic captor.  I’ve friends more than capable of such violence, she thought hopefully before realising, but, first, they’d have to know I’m a prisoner and, second, just where in the hells to find me … which even I don’t know.
She tried not to cry when she thought about that, and when that idea failed she tried to smother the sound in a pillow, having developed a sudden fear that the room might be monitored.
After a while Serena sat up and, like a flash, she felt like something was boiling inside her and she stopped crying.  She couldn’t really say if it was anger, insanity, or both.  Though, in her mind’s eye she could see herself relating the story later to her Grandfather and imagined the old man just smiling and proudly declaring, exaggerating his already thick brogue, “Ach, tha’ ‘twas jus’ yer Irish comin’ out o’ ye.” Still, whatever the cause she dried her tears with a burning determination to make Greenbriar regret this venture by any means she must.
She began working through the equations in her mind.  She’d been blessed with a photographic memory so the cabin’s lack of a computer wasn’t really a problem. For once her other talent, being a ‘lightning calculator’ as some school psychologist had called it back on Earth before she’d moved to Sweytz, was proving an asset rather than a nuisance. As a physicist and mathematician, being able to look at a problem and see, instinctively, how to solve it was hardly an asset when she was trying to work out an equation to describe something that, for her mind, was just a simple and obvious fact. Now, however, it was letting her quickly run through a complex series of perfectly ridiculous changes to the symbols floating before her mind’s eye.  An idea had occurred to her and, before long, a Cheshire cat grin spread across her face as the numbers came together; giving shape to the thought.  It’d take some time to refine the details; she didn’t want it to work too well or else it might have the potential to become a very destructive weapon. She was fairly sure, however, that with a bit more time she could make it something disastrous, expensive, impractical, and positively useless while technically being exactly what she was being asked for.
At that same moment Janoke walked in.  Perfect timing! Serena thought.
“Ah, Professor!  Good Morning!  Or, I should say, ‘evening’.  It’s rather late where we’ll be landing shortly. Soon after we’ve landed, you’ll be escorted to your quarters.  If you need anything at all the staff has been instructed to treat you with all courtesy they would show myself or the High Chancellor.  Now, I’ve other business to attend to, but we can discuss your decision over breakfast which will be in another few nulaire.  So, if you’ll excuse me I must go.  These gentlemen will be your escorts and will happily shoot you painfully, but non-lethally, should you get any rash ideas.  Good day.”
With that he turned and left before Serena could protest his, once again, forgetting to knock and before she could tell him she’d had a change of heart and wished to co-operate.
“Prat!” she yelled at his back as the door closed.  Serena doubted he had any idea what the word meant; he likely didn’t speak a single Confederate language, but her father’s favourite insult had been the first to her mind.  Still, tone is a nearly universal language among Humans.
It wasn’t long before the strange twisting and folding effect of a hyperspace transition happened, in reverse, outside the windows and the strange, swirling, perspective defying hyperspace gave way to a view of stars distorted by being moved toward at a fraction above the speed of light as the ship entered the star system, racing to a planet still too distant to see.
Before long the night-side of a planet that Serena could recognise no features of loomed below and then cloud banks were rising past her, and then there was the tell-tale transition from artificial to natural gravity when the ship gently set itself on the ground.
True to her host’s word the guards were very polite if distant and vaguely forceful.  Just outside the ‘port a speeder, just as flauntingly opulent as the ship was, sat waiting.  Serena glanced at the sky and the glowing multicolour nebula resting on the horizon and thought to herself, Judging by the constellations and the city skyline, that nebula … yep, I’m definitely lost.  Her effort to make it funny didn’t help, and she morosely climbed into the speeder.
Her determination that, somehow, she would get out of this burned the newfound depression away and she asked her two guards, “So, where’re we going?” in the hope that it might give her a clue where here might be.
“The Doctor’s private estate,” the one driving said in a gravelly voice.
“Ah, yes, I see … and where is that, exactly?”
“Ahead, another few maldri14,” the gravelly voiced driver/guard answered.
“Oh, thanks.  You chose the wrong profession, you know?  You should be a tour guide,” she grumbled rolling her eyes.
By the time she’d finished saying that the speeder began landing in the courtyard of a disgustingly ostentatious manor home.  Serena had no idea what style it was or what culture it might’ve been from, but it reminded her of the fairy tale palaces some mad German king had built in that district’s mountains centuries before, only without any of their good taste.
The two guards proved perfectly useless for conversation, especially if the topic might remotely provide a clue to where Serena was, but remained stoically courteous.  She was soon guided to a suite of comfortably appointed rooms on the fourth floor.  The windows and balconies gave highly impressive views of a meticulously kept and lovely garden as well as a breathtaking view of an obviously prosperous and fairly modern city which was no less unidentifiable from this angle than it had been from the spaceport.
“The Doctor expects you in one and a half nulaire, Professor,” a servant informed her on his way out of one of the suite’s rooms where he’d been putting the final touches on the guest chambers.  “You’ll find several garments which should fit you nicely in this wardrobe,” he supplied pointing to one of the several exotic wood wardrobes lining the dressing room.  “A guard will arrive five saenead before the meal, and the bath is already warm if you feel any need to freshen up.  Good day,” and he left.
Quickly surveying the room Serena found it’d been stripped of most things more advanced than books and paper.  She sighed as she thought of all the more exciting action serials she’d seen or heard of where the circuitry of those very materials could be altered into some means to call home.  Sadly that was only science fiction.  The only thing the circuitry of any of it could do for getting a message home was if she wanted to post a letter, and she sincerely doubted that her captors were any of them so stupid as that.




Chapter 7
While Ana was talking to Darrien, Tera came down and the situation had just been explained to her when Ana disconnected the call.
Looking up expectantly, Georgia asked Ana, “So? When are we leaving?”
“You aren’t,” Viktor said firmly before Ana could open her mouth to answer.
“What do you mean I’m not going?!” Georgia asked indignantly, looking to her other two parents for support.
Rur was still remaining neutral, though with obvious effort. Tera’s eyes reflected the debate within her. Her maternal instincts wanted to keep her little girl from harm’s way; the rational side acknowledged that Georgia was a grown woman who could make her own decisions; and, finally, she was disappointed that her responsibilities as Taredĵo meant she couldn’t indulge her own desire to check the charge on her blaster and join her daughters in the rescue.
“It’ll be dangerous,” she said at last, deciding to test Georgia’s thinking. “I’m sure that this lunatic isn’t just going to hand Serena over with an apology because you show up at his door saying he’s taken someone you love and you’d like her back now.”
“I wasn’t planning on that,” Georgia retorted. “I was planning to make him beg for mercy and his life until he’s perfectly clear that he shouldn’t do something like this ever again.”
At Tera’s frown Georgia realised her mother had been testing her, that the question had been intended to make up her mind whether to argue with Vik and wish her daughter luck, or to agree with her husband and to do what she could to keep Georgia from doing something suicidal. That Tera said nothing told Georgia she understood how the young girl felt, so was joining her other husband in neutral silence until she could be sure Georgia wouldn’t do anything stupid.
Viktor looked stern. “That’s exactly why you shouldn’t go. You’re being too emotional. You’ll get yourself hurt … or killed, and/or you’ll do something you’ll regret the rest of your life. Believe me, I know.”
The last four words were said so softly and sadly that Ana and Tera both went to him and put their arms around him. Georgia just stared silently at her father in sympathy, feeling too sorry for him to keep arguing. You’re wrong, Daddy, she thought, but didn't have the heart to say. I’m not ‘too emotional’, and so what if I am? I’d regret nothing I’d do – honour demands vengeance, it’s that simple.
Georgia knew that the argument would cause Tera and Rur to, grudgingly, relent and send her off with a tearful blessing. Viktor, however, regretted what he’d done to Drochslem too stubbornly to see reason unless she’d gone through Dagger training first, and even then he’d only agree reluctantly.
They eventually took her sudden silence and hung head as Georgia giving in to the argument.  Viktor kissed her forehead and hugged her before following Tera, who also hugged and kissed the sullen girl, to the kitchen to start breakfast.  Ruragak hugged and kissed her with enough intensity it was clear he felt much the way Georgia did, but he was needed here to help take care of the province and his family.  Silently, his eyes shining with tears, he went to his shrine to pray for his ancestors to aid Serena and the Daggers then went to his workshop to let out his frustrations and mixed emotions, channeling their intensity into the intricate designs of his woodwork.
The sounds of various people upstairs waking and getting ready for the day filtered down to the three women still standing in the living room, while the smells of steeping teas, a fresh pot of coffee brewing, and fish cooking began to fill the massive home.  “We’ll get her back for you, don’t worry,” Ana said gently hugging the slightly taller Georgia before kissing her lips and running out to her bike – her errand to the house both forgotten and no longer relevant.
Crystabel stepped to her twin and hugged her long and hard, sobbing gently into her shoulder.  “Take good care of yourself,” she said looking Georgia in the eyes, having loosened her hug only enough to do so.  “I’ve no idea what I’d ever do with only one of me.”  She kissed Georgia’s nose, then tried to smile as she wiped her lipstick off of the spot.
“I will,” Georgia assured Crys as she hugged her back and kissed her before running out the door; determined to beat Ana to the Daggers’ landing field.
Luckily, speeders fly much higher than bikes, so Georgia was able to beat Ana to the field despite her head start. She quickly snuck up to the ship and hid, waiting for a chance to get aboard the small, battered and much patched freighter.  She spotted her Momma Ren talking to Darrien, looking like she’d stayed up all night working on a ship, which, Georgia realised, she almost certainly had since she was awake so early.
Various of the larger Daggers were helping to load massive crates of some kind of cargo onto the ship, and a few other Daggers were nearly equally busy or, at least, somehow occupied.  As a Grezeldi named Triana walked up the loading ramp, carrying a crate under each arm, Georgia slipped aboard quickly as the towering woman hid her from view and her heavy footfalls masked Georgia’s own.
Georgia knew this ship would have once been a smuggling vessel, or if it was one of  the rare instances when the Daggers bought a ship that wasn’t, it would've been the first thing they would have remedied – possibly before it’d even been lifted out of whatever scrapheap they found it in. 
Within moments Georgia was happily reclined in a hidden niche in a dark corner of the cargo bay.  This section was a lot of open grate-work panelling for both the floors and walls.  Someone had placed some high grade holographic paper behind a large section that showed exactly what ought to be behind the panel.  Unless someone knew the grate was a hiding place, or was so determined to find it they’d resorted to dismantling the entire ship, they’d investigate it carefully then move on, none the wiser. She may have had no idea the model or even what race had built the ship, but you can’t grow up with a pirate for an older sister, several Daggers in the family, and a space rat father without learning a few things.
Her plan was to wait there until the ship had gone too far to bother turning around.  Smuggler’s niches are shielded against some things, but sound isn’t one of them normally, so that people hiding in them have some warning to ready weapons if things come to that.  This lack of soundproofing proved the fatal flaw in Georgia’s plan.
It turned out that her hiding place had another inhabitant.  Something crawled across her hand.  She didn’t scream, but it startled her enough to make her jump slightly and gasp as she flung whatever it was from her.  It wasn’t much noise, but it was enough that she knew someone had heard as some of the loading stopped abruptly.  “Did you say something?” she heard Martoz ask someone.
“No.  Why?” came Darrien’s voice.
“Nothing.  I thought I heard …” Marty stopped talking as Georgia let out several large, loud sneezes; she’d dislodged a lot of dust when she’d been startled.
She was sneezing enough she didn’t even hear the footsteps before Marty lifted the panel free.  “Georgia?!  What are you doing in there?”
“Sneezing,” she replied miserably and underscored it with another sneeze.
“Come on,” he said reaching in to help lift her out of the smuggler hole.
“No!  I’m staying!” Georgia shouted as she literally fought tooth and nail against him lifting her out. When he succeeded, she just added kicking.  Georgia noted with pride the various cuts and scratches it’d cost him to remove her.
Martoz was quite a bit taller and larger than Georgia, but she knew very well how to punch and kick effectively (she had the trophies to prove it) and Martoz had only given her room to demonstrate these skills.  Not wanting to hurt her, he simply lifted her, at arms’ length, from the floor.  She could still kick him, but not well, and pinning her arms had earned him a few more good bruises.
“Someone help me,” he said desperately as the struggling Georgia thrice nearly slipped out of his grip.
Darrien and Dolvis rushed forward to help him. Darrien got Georgia’s foot right to his face.  She felt his jaw go slack and knew she’d broken or dislocated it. He stumbled back with a bruise already forming.  Dolvis backed off and called for Triana.
Triana was a fairly average sized Grezeldi.  Despite her unremarkable size she still stood more than head and shoulder taller than Martoz and her shoulders were at least as wide as Georgia’s whole body each.  She, one handed, lifted the squirming and protesting girl from Martoz’ hands and slung her over one shoulder in the same way Georgia would have carried one of her cats.  Georgia had always thought Triana’s shoulder was merely as wide as herself, but she noted while beating against the Grezeldi’s thick hide that it was, in fact, a bit wider.  She also noted, depressingly, that Triana’s hide was far too thick for her to take much notice of Georgia’s punches and kicks.  She thought of all of a Grezeldi’s weak points and realised she couldn’t really hurt Triana unless she were on the ground and, by preference, a good deal taller.
Still, Georgia continued to pound on the giantess.  “Let me go!  Put me down!” she demanded.
As Triana stepped down from the loading ramp Georgia sighed and explained, sadly, “You know … when someone is making this much of an effort it’s polite to, at least, say ‘ouch’ or something once in a while.”
Triana smiled and in her thick accent said, “Apalligees, leetle whun.  How thees?  ‘Oof’.”
“Better,” Georgia sighed thoroughly depressed.
“Thet wos goud keck you geef to Darry-yen.  Ent Mirtee will be mooch soor timarrow,” she offered in an attempt to cheer Georgia up.
She was in no mood to be cheered up or very proud of impressing the large warrior.  Too, she barely heard what Triana had said because she was busy trying to work out how to escape back onto the ship and keep them from getting her back out, as well as looking for an alternative to stowing away on the freighter.
“Hi Momma!” Georgia said cheerfully as Triana approached Renata who didn’t look very happy with her daughter.
“Wasn’t it agreed you were staying home?”
“No.  Daddy agreed I was staying home.  I agreed I would come along and break one of that vitollik’s bones for every saen he’s had my Serena in his clutches … and if he’s hurt or harmed her in any way I will kill him slowly and painfully no less than six thousand times, or until I run out of ideas.  Whichever comes last.”
Renata had to fight back a smile at how remarkably like a blonde copy of Tera Georgia was right then.  She also found it hard to argue with things not too far off of the very same things that she’d been inclined toward since Darrien had told her about Ana’s call.  Alia’zayna and Darrien had been forced to hold her back from rushing off to prep her little fighter to go attack Janoke herself until she’d calmed down enough to see reason.
Still, Renata had been a mother for thirty years; she’d learnt how to keep looking stern when Motherly Duty dictated.  “Georgia, you’re a dancer, not a warrior.  What good will you do if you get yourself hurt or killed trying to save Serena?”
“Mommy taught me how to fight well enough that I’ve more than a few trophies, and I think I broke Darrien’s jaw,” Georgia pointed out, a bit hurt.
Renata sighed and looked up at Triana. “I think you can put her down now.”
Triana looked suspiciously at Georgia, who smiled back sweetly, before shrugging in indifference and setting the girl on her feet. “See? I’m behaving,” Georgia added trying to sound petulant while also trying to decide which of the ships around her she might know how to fly – or be able to figure out – and which of them was close enough that she might reach and seal it before she was caught again.
Just about that time Darrien came out of the ship with a medic following him and saying, “It’s only dislocated. I’ll get it sorted out and you’ll be fine. You’ll hurt for a while and be bruised to some long list of hells so it might be best to stick to soft foods for a while, but you should be fine in no time, really.”
Renata looked at Georgia with pride, amusement, and a sense that her Motherly Duty ought to involve punishing (or at least scolding) her daughter in some fashion warring on her face. Finally she sighed and shook her head saying, “Darrien, you’ll need to get another tech to take my place. I’ve Mother Stuff to do … namely binding and gagging my daughter in a locked cell.”
Darrien chuckled and nodded as Lyndsey walked up and took a good look at his face. “Wow! Good job, sis! A little harder and I think you’d have knocked out teeth. No fair bruising my husband, though, that’s my job,” she said leering at Marty who was glaring at her and Georgia . . . and keeping out of reach.
“Ship’s ready, Mom,” Lyn added to Ren.
“I can’t go. I’ve got to keep your sister from trying to get herself killed. I don’t have to be a Magvinnian to know she’s thinking she can make off with one of those ships if she can just pick the right one and run fast enough,” she said giving Georgia a Look.
“Oh, okay.” Lyn shrugged while Georgia tried her best hurt innocence face.
Turning to Darrien Lyndsey called out, “Oy! Old Man, you using Tech for anything or can I bring him with us?”
Darrien rolled his eyes at Lyndsey, once again, referring to Tech Guy like he was some sort of tool or toy rather than the close friend and fellow Dagger he was. Jordan never much seemed to mind though. He seemed to thoroughly enjoy Lyn’s sense of humour and had grown so used to the shortened form of the nickname she’d given him, ‘Generic Tech Guy Number One’, that it was sometimes easier to get his attention with ‘Tech’ or ‘Tech Guy’ than his name.
Darrien nodded and Lyndsey beamed. “Awesome! I’ll go fetch him.”
Before running off she looked at Georgia as solemn and serious as the younger girl had ever seen her. Only once before in her life had Georgia seen or heard the cavalier woman having such a look and tone: The time Lyn had sworn an Oath to never get killed on a Dagger mission right after she’d joined and a, then, very young Georgia had been in tears, afraid that there’d come a day when Lyn would never come home again. “We’ll bring her back, I promise. And if that vitollik has harmed her at all I also swear to make him pay. I’ll even do my best to leave a piece of him big enough for you.” She gently hugged and kissed Georgia then ran off to find Tech.
Georgia and Ren walked to Renata’s speeder in silence, and Georgia watched the old freighter shrink in the distance as Ren sped off toward the house. The adrenaline was wearing off and with a tear rolling down her cheek Georgia thought miserably, Maybe Momma’s got a little bit of a point about my ability as a warrior … I just hope Serena’s all right.




Chapter 8
“Ah, Professor! Good morning! Please, have a seat. I’m sorry, but my chef hasn’t had time to obtain anything Sweytzian for breakfasts. I hope Lothiren food isn’t too different than you’re used to. I’ve found ‘exotic’ and ‘delicacy’ are words that shouldn’t be used in the morning. The palate and digestion ought to be eased into the day before they’re given excitement and adventure. Don’t you agree?”
“Thank you, that’s quite thoughtful, but entirely unnecessary. Neither my palate nor digestion require any pampering,” she answered with a note of sarcasm despite the polite formality. Janoke couldn’t understand how or why he was being mocked, unfamiliar as he was with the Delthakkian philosophy that such undue caution is just admitting you’re more than halfway to the pyre15, but he was certain he had been.
“Have you reconsidered?” he asked, electing to ignore the barb.
“I have. You’re convinced you have me at your mercy … which for the time is true. I’m surrounded by armed guards who, even if they prove horribly incompetent, are plentiful enough that I’m liable to get shot if I were to try to escape. I have friends who will be looking for me and will be very dangerous once they’ve found me, but you’re likely too arrogant to care, and I’ll need something to do while I wait for them. I’m still not interested in your plans, and I still think this a damned idiotic idea, but I’ve a notion that may work and am willing to try if I might have a bit of time to work out the details,” she said primly while taking a thoughtful helping of the assorted fruits and selecting from the various thick, sweet syrups to pour over them.
She’s actually up to something! Janoke thought, amused, as he sipped his tea. So, my dear, you’re not as frightened as I’d thought … or are you just being desperate? An intriguing enigma … Well, let’s leave you your illusions for a moment. Hope might encourage you to co-operate.
“Very well, Professor. I’m glad of your assistance despite your motivations. Is there anything you’ll require?” he said politely.
Serena sipped her own tea with a contemplative expression, “Only a copy of my published work. Especially my initial Professorial16 work, and some peace.”
“That can certainly be arranged.”
Janoke permitted Serena a couple of days to consider her theory but decided not to let her get too relaxed so made regular visits to check on her progress.
She’s probably plotting to double-cross me somehow, he thought to himself as he strode to her suite. Ah well, it’s in the nature of all thinking beings to scheme and plot … she definitely is frightened so she’ll probably try to sabotage this design or the machine to make me believe it isn’t possible, then make good on her own plans after she’s free.
He sighed and frowned, walking down the hallway with servants and guards keeping out of his line of sight when they caught a look at his expression. She likely thinks I’m fool enough to accept her designs without checking them or to let her work on the machine herself, naïve thing she undoubtedly is. Best to avoid wasting time on frivolous antics, he told himself as he strode directly into her suite saying, “Professor! Good afternoon, how goes the research? Any progress?”
“Knocking? Have you ever heard of the concept? It’s where you politely announce your presence on the other side of a closed door and politely wait to be either allowed entrance or told to go away,” she replied testily.
Janoke fought back a chuckle. He knew that her temper was frustration born of helpless despair that had just grown a little more. He was using an old bit of psychology to break her spirit and resolve which might make her less troublesome without harming her intellect.
“Forgive me, Professor,” he said dismissively. “Still, it has been two days. I’m hoping you’ve made some progress considering how certain you sounded about your theory.”
“And I have. What you propose is, of course, entirely possible within the existing model. Wormholes, you might know, seem to partially exist in some earlier era of history when distances weren’t so great. The real trouble, never minding the power needs, is controlling when you come out. A wormhole between two points is, comparatively, simple. Between two times you have to be careful to calculate the correct location of the exit and keep it moving relative to the movements of your own time. To take this for granted is to decide you’d like to exit your tunnel into solid matter or a star’s corona. You are, I hope, aware how utterly useless this all will be? I mean if I handed you a functioning temporal drive, gift wrapped, right now, it’d do you no good.”
“Oh? And why not?” Janoke asked amused at this new ploy to dissuade him from his goal and free herself to pursue it instead.
“You can’t change history,” she said bluntly.
Janoke was briefly stunned. Such a statement was the last thing he’d have expected from someone with such an evidently superlative mind; it sounded more like the sort of illogical nonsense he might overhear various of the soldiers discussing. “Nonsense,” he said finally. “I don’t believe in all of that paradoxical destruction of the universe and reality foolishness. Frankly, I’m surprised you would believe something that is a far better cheap science fiction plot than any kind of sound hypothesis.”
“Oh, no, nothing like that. Not even if you go back to kill your grandfather, or whatever. The past is already happened. If you go back and do something you’ve already done it, so the course of history to the point you departed is unaltered … which, I suppose, isn’t entirely correct. I mean, nothing is going to stop you going back and killing your grandfather, but once you’ve done so in a fashion other than history recorded it’s no longer your grandfather you’ve killed. If it were you wouldn’t exist to have killed him. No paradox, just reality. You’ve killed a man who is the dopplegänger of your grandfather in a parallel timeline. History branches and forks every day. By travelling time you get the opportunity to see it and know it. This makes calculating the path back a wretch. You have to compute a ridiculous number of probabilities to find your way back whereupon you’d find your grandfather in the same state you’d left him in the first place.”
Scientific logic applied to the theosophical notion of predestination?! Janoke stared at Serena in mild shock mixed with amusement.  He mentally scoffed as it occurred to him what she was up to.  The perfectly obvious flaws in such an argument just proves she’s trying to seem co-operative just to get out of this.  Foolish girl, if she’d help me she could profit far more than she would on her own and with far less effort.  I could have a few militias and a collection of battleships and destroyers at my disposal if I was careful how I phrased the request.  Then all we would have to do is travel back and conquer worlds early on and we would be like gods! Of course, that's assuming I don't just have her killed to avoid her becoming a bother in the end, he mused idly.
“Professor,” he said at last. “Please do not insult my intelligence, try my patience, or waste my time. These juvenile attempts to deter or distract me won’t work, you will do as I’ve asked. And don’t protest or feign innocence. I see through your naïve tricks. You might try to remember that you’re not the only genius in the room. Or, failing that, to remember a certain pretty and promising little dancer who might … shall we say … experience a few consequences if you don’t do exactly what I say.”




Chapter 9
Serena sat frowning.  He’s a perfect moron!  I’m not lying about changing history you wretched shirgrin.  Space and time both are a lot more complicated than you … she was berating him in her mind, wholly uninterested in what Greenbriar was saying, and considering interrupting him to voice some of her choicer thoughts when his voice broke into them.
“… remember a certain pretty and promising little dancer who …”
Serena’s heart froze in a brief pang of terror before she burst out laughing as she tried to picture an Anerix agent bothering her tiny beloved.  At Greenbriar’s puzzled expression she laughed even harder, a stitch forming in her side.  Serena was none too worried about Georgia, she could take care of herself.  Then logic caught up.  Terror once again froze her heart as Serena realised all the things that could be done from afar with guns, bombs, and more esoteric means.  She also feared for Crystabel’s safety as she thought of the typical competence of crazed megalomaniacs and how likely it would be that they would target her by mistake, and Crys was far less proficient at precision violence.
The momentum of the laughter meant she was able to keep it up for a few moments and thus hide her fears.  Eyes streaming, she gasped, “First off, if you want me to do any bloody thing besides test a theory I’ve just conceived that one can castrate a man by repeatedly kicking him in the crotch then I’d suggest you never so much as think of harming Georgia.  Second, the likelihood of one of your bungling idiots managing to do more than die trying to hurt her is incalculably slim.  Finally, the trouble you’re already in with some very talented and vengeful people for kidnapping me is nothing compared to what you’ll find yourself in if you give my fiancée so much as a split end.”
“Professor, do not underestimate me.  True, I do need you.  It would likely take many years of work to get where you could in a day, just in terms of familiarity with the theories and equations, never mind actually understanding them.  Still, despite that, if you become enough of a bother, you also become expendable.  Now, I don’t imagine you’d like to see Georgia suffer for your stupidity or stubbornness.  I also know of your family in Dublin, and you grandmother in … Kent, is it?  Earth is not outside of my reach.  Should your feelings for Georgia prove to have been overestimated I think I could find one among your family for whom you care or among your friends.  Your boyfriend in your little band is another who could suffer for your lack of co-operation.  Their continued good health is in your hands regardless what you might believe.  As to your supposed rescuers I doubt their prowess and, frankly, question their existence.  You cannot frighten me, but if I must I assuredly could frighten you madam.”
As he turned to leave the room he added, “You are a lovely and intriguing woman.  I stand to, soon, be very, very wealthy and powerful – I am already that, in fact, but I refer to the marked improvement of it you’re going to help me achieve.  You might wish to consider how much better things would be from beside a god than … shall we say … otherwise.”
The door closed behind him and Serena snapped out of her shock. “Boyfriend?!  What boyfriend?” she asked, thoroughly confused. Then as more of what he’d said sank in, she shuddered at the less than subtle innuendo which she found positively revolting.  
Serena began to cry as everything he’d said settled into her rapidly recovering mind.
She was becoming very afraid that she’d never see her home or family again and, worse, that he might make good on his threats.  Anerix, Serena knew, could be quite dangerous.  If speculations and rumours are even remotely correct they’re not above secretly hiring a random, murderous sociopath to do as they liked with Georgia so long as she didn’t have a pulse afterward, she thought in horror.  They might make the arrangements purely with cash, through a surrogate, that could never be pinned to them.  Or they might have some secret, covert group of trained assassins they could send … Gods, that lunatic can do all he’s promised.  My only hope is that he’s bluffing or that he picks agents inadequate to the task.  And I’m not betting on those odds.
With renewed fury she got back to work; determined, now more than ever, to make Greenbriar regret this.  She had some existing theories she’d been working on already, in fact her yacht ran on an experiment in some of these ideas, but she hadn’t really meant it for time travel so she was very unsure of the adjustments.  Serena felt that while it would be fun to let Greenbriar make himself some other universe's problem and rid this one of him, he didn't deserve to get what he wanted in any shape … especially since she didn't want a madman with a time machine to be what proved her theories wrong should she find herself mistaken!
Besides, Serena knew that if she were right, anyone who went back would be lost in time and she didn’t want that to happen to whomever Greenbriar picked for the first person through, or to accompany him.
Up to this point Serena had only been stalling, buying a little time for a rescue to show up. She’d been honest, as much as she could in case he were monitoring her by some means to determine if she were lying. Now, however, she was determined to give him something, and to ensure it was as useless, inconvenient, and disasterous as possible.  She would announce that she found a, probable, way to traverse the temporal dimensions rather than tunnel through them, similar to how ships pass through hyperspace.  Instead of the ‘bubble’ that her explanation would involve, she would make a short tunnel that twisted back to feed into itself.  A fun side effect would be that the gravity warp at the entrance and exit would be magnified significantly by them sharing the same point.  So far she couldn’t see any way to generate the power to give it any real range, nor any way for it to be a practical size given the power that would be needed to make the very small test version in the lab, so she wasn’t worried about it being twisted into an unpleasant weapon.
Perfect, Serena thought smiling, as she looked over the equations and made a few final adjustments.  It’ll be too big to carry and too short range for ships.  And if that lunatic knew enough to see through all this to what it’s really doing he wouldn’t need me so desperately in the first place.  Her smile faded as she wondered if she could convince him she had no other ideas and if that’d be enough that he’d let her go.




Chapter 10
Ana sat nervously in the ancient freighter trying to will it to move faster.  She hated space travel, it always made her feel ill, and she also just found it disconcerting to trust a ship’s hull and windows to be all that’s protecting her from the vacuum of space.  But for the rusted out, antiquated, salvage yard hulk that this ship had been when the Dagger techs had got hold of it they were running at breakneck speed.  Still they were barely over hyperdrive2 which meant they were days from Lothirex.
Days in space were bad enough, but Ana was also worried about Serena which only made it worse.  Lyndsey was taking the lack of speed as a personal insult and was badgering Tech incessantly about it.
“Tech, c’mon.  I know you can make us go faster,” she was saying for what, to Ana, felt like the millionth time in the first five saenead since they’d hit hyperspace.
“Lyn, seriously, you really need to get a grasp of hyperspace mechanics and physics from something that isn’t cheesy holos and comic books.  I could, maybe, tweak a bit more speed out of this bucket, but first off, not while we’re in hyperspace!  And I’m not going to be able to do it, even on the ground, with every tool I could ask for, in less than a few sulida.  In addition to all the rebuilding of the damned drive it would take I’d have to seriously modify the hull.  I’m really not sure I could manage it.  I’m not even a quarter the mechanic your mom is and last time she was working on the plans for a major overhaul of this ship she wound up in a nasty argument with the computer I don’t speak enough Structural Engineering to follow.”
This is going to be a long flight in more ways than one, Ana thought with a sigh.
Later in the day Martoz found her and sat down with his arm around her.  “How’re you holding up?” he asked.  Marty had always been more understanding of Ana’s space sickness than Lyn who only ever managed a kind of bewildered sympathy.
Ana smiled. “Well, seems like if I stay here in this lovely cargo area and try really hard to believe I’m on a planet in an especially ugly room I’m mostly all right.  I just wish Lyn could have her way.  The sooner we get there the better … to say nothing of the return trip.”
Martoz hugged and kissed his wife. “I admit I’d rather get there faster myself, but Darrien doesn’t feel like Serena’s in any immediate danger, and us rushing in conspicuously could change that in a hurry.  Besides, if Lyn could have her way you’d just be complaining about her ‘lunatic piloting’.”
Ana stuck her tongue out at him. “Not necessarily.  I’ve at least got grav …” Marty interrupted her.
“Canjorid, Farisja, that thing over in Vorton … uh … station … whatever it was called.” He ticked off a list of times where Lyn and she had been in a larger ship with him and Ana had complained (though she would argue she’d merely offered constructive criticism) about Lyndsey’s flying.
“You sound like you’re trying to make some kind of point,” she said eventually with a look of perfectly confused innocence.
Martoz stared at her silently for a moment. “Do you try to drive me insane, or is it just a natural talent?”
She kissed him, smiling. “Neither, darling, you’re already crazy and just have delusions of sanity that you periodically have lapses in, which you then blame on your poor innocent wives.”
He rolled his eyes and laughed, and for a time Ana was able to forget she was, as she tended to put it, ‘hurtling through an imaginary layer of nothingness at tachyonic speeds’.
The morning of the day they would land, Ana walked into the ship’s small dining area to hear Lyndsey saying, “She’s got more freckles on her nose than that.”   She was looking over Tech’s shoulder at something on his computer.  This instantly piqued Ana’s interest as Tech had been buried in that thing since before Serena’d gone missing and no one had been able to find out what he was up to; he’d been very secretive about whatever he was doing, which was completely unlike him.  Normally Jordan would enthusiastically tell anyone who made the mistake of showing any interest at all exactly what he was doing whether they understood (or cared) or not.
“No she doesn’t,” he said irritably.
“Sure she does.  They’re just lighter than these,” she said pointing to the screen which was still where Ana couldn’t see.  “And you’ve left off her tattoo.”
He looked up in surprise and sounded thoroughly confused as he asked, “What tattoo?”
“Right here, on her thigh.  Practically on her crotch.” She pointed at the screen again while Ana watched curiously, still making herself coffee and a bit of breakfast.  “It’s a cute little shaltik drinking from some kind of flower.  She’s had it for ages; you must have seen it.”
“Small?  There?  How’d you see it?” he asked in an oddly suspicious tone.
“Well, for one thing, I’m who she lost the bet with that led to her getting it.  For another, it’s not like Jill’s ever been shy.”
“What’s going on?” Ana finally asked confused.
“Tech’s made a model of Jill and I’m offering constructive criticism, but he just wants to argue and ask stupid questions.  Look, tell Jordan Jill has that tattoo near her crotch,” Lyn said after kissing Ana good morning.
“She does, but considering what she wore to the Summer Fest Ball after she got it I thought most of the province knew about it.”
Comprehension dawned on Tech’s face. “I just thought that was part of the Jor’sha17!”
“Nah, she just picked a design using the same kind of flower and integrated it in.  Came out pretty well, huh?” Ana explained as she walked over to see the model.  It was a very good, if a bit flattering, nude model of the Defence Force’s young computer sorceress.  “Nice,” she commented. “What’s it for?”  Ana knew one of Tech’s myriad hobbies included computer models, and he was very good at them.  Many of his friends would ask his help building the models they used in games and other projects, and she’d seen him make comic models of people before but never anything quite like this.
Lyn blinked a moment. “Yeah, what is it for?” she asked clearly only just noticing that it was a bit odd.
Tech blushed, something either woman had rarely ever seen him do.
“You like her, don’t you?” Lyn asked baldly, her tone anything but questioning and more than a little amused.
Tech shrugged and suddenly became fascinated by a spot on the wall.
“You do!” Lyn said firmly.  “So ask her out.”
Tech gave her an incredulous look.  “She wouldn’t be interested,” he said in a tone suggesting he thought Lyn had all the brains of a rock.
“She would,” Lyn said.  “You’re cute, you both speak computer, you play the same video games – so you’ve got plenty in common – and to finish off you’re a nice guy and a Dagger.  What’s not to like?”
He pointed at Lyndsey’s ample chest. “I don’t have these for one thing.”
“Another thing you’ve got in common then.  Neither does Jilly,” Ana pointed out smirking.
Lyn chuckled and added, “Neither did her girlfriend before Kylise.”  Lyndsey’s expression suddenly changed as she finally realised what Tech was saying.  “She likes guys too, you know?  She just hasn’t been asked out by any she’s found interesting in a while.”
“She … you’re joking,” he stammered half believing this was one of Lyn’s pranks.
Ana shook her head. “She’s serious.  You’ve only seen her with women because all the men who’ve asked her out since you started living in Delthakk have been crashing bores.”
“I don’t live in Delthakk now, either,” he pointed out now giving Ana a ‘how stupid are you’ look.
Unfazed, Ana just shrugged. “Whatever, you hadn’t moved to the area at any rate.”
Jordan shook his head in mild awe and bewilderment. “How do you two know her so well, anyway?”
It was Lyndsey’s turn to shrug. “She’s good friends with Sarah, somehow, and she’s stayed really good friends with Serena since they broke up … we’ve just ended up hanging out and getting to know each other here and there.  The real question is why you don’t.”
“What do you mean?”
Lyn started ticking off her points with her fingers. “You hang out with a lot of the same people.  You’re into the same stuff …”
Tech looked sheepish and muttered “mphpfmmumble.”
Ana’s smirk grew. “What was that?”
“She’s really gorgeous, and totally perfect, and she makes me nervous,” he said irritably.  “And now I’ve got to ask her out or else she,” he gestured sharply at Lyndsey, “will do it for me.  In the least dignifying way she can dream up.”
Lyndsey looked genuinely hurt. “I would not!”
Tech looked incredulous. “Last korva.  That sister of yours … the one that combs her hair less than Ren?  What’s her name?  Druce?  And that Tylanian.”
“That’s different,” Lyn said indignantly.  “Druce deserved that.  She was being a brat.”
Their argument continued throughout the day until they were ready to return to normal space and approach the planet.  Ana lost interest early on, but she did notice that without breaking stride they’d, by lunch, managed to turn it into an argument about which pairings of comic book characters could best each other in a fight.




Chapter 11
The night Ana, Lyn, and the rest of the Daggers left, Georgia was sitting on her parent’s back porch watching Serena’s kitten, Hamadryad, and her brother Sven’s young cat, Chrestomanci, tormenting Tiger Lilly, Georgia’s own almost twelve year old cat, when her older brother Richie came outside and saw her.
“What’re you doing here?! If it’d been Janice they’d have never managed to leave me behind,” he said. “Hell, Serena’s only my best friend, and I’d have gone if I’d known sooner.”
It always amazed Georgia how insensitive Richie could be, despite being an empath. He never meant to be, but he was wont to speak without consulting his brain first and had a tendency to put his foot in his mouth up to the hip.
Georgia couldn’t take any more stress and started crying. The strain from worrying about Serena, the disappointment at being left behind, and now the indecision over whether to kill Richie, beat him senseless, tell him off, or realise he’s right and rush to the spaceport and get on the first flight to Lothirex she could bribe, borrow, steal, buy, or rent was too much for her. She decided to hit him but couldn’t see well enough nor did she really have the energy left to do more harm than their baby brother Kylan could have done if she had connected.
Richie hugged his little sister and tried to comfort her, stroking her hair. “Look, don’t cry, all right? She’ll be fine. I mean, those devices and experiments are probably just rumours. We’re probably all worried over nothing.” He managed to sound both cavalier and comforting, a gift of his Ruvellian ancestry and that made what he said infuriating as well as confusing.
Georgia felt a wave of new terror. It swept away the tears and sobs, replacing them with a fear driven rage that wanted to know just what he was talking about.
“What ‘devices and experiments’?” She said into his chest and with an undertone that said ‘if this is one of your stupid jokes, Richie, I swear I will kill you … a lot.’
“The mind control ones,” he explained in thoroughly puzzled tones and sounding himself more worried. “Why? What sort of rumours have you heard?”
They were standing, and Richie was four varĵé18
taller than Georgia. If she stood up straight she could look him square in the chest. She grabbed him by the throat and looked up into his eyes. “Richie, you Loki cursed pain in the arse, if you don’t stop being cryptic and tell me just what the hell you’re talking about I swear
by all the gods, Richard, I will hurt you. And kneel down or something; this is uncomfortable.”
Richie choked and knelt down as Georgia loosened her grip; she loved her brother and didn’t really want to kill him, besides that would’ve upset Janice whom Georgia was extremely fond of.
Richie looked shocked. “You’re kidding, right? The rumours that that Greenbriar guy has been experimenting with people’s minds trying to perfect some drug or gizmo that can brainwash them and rewrite their memories … stuff like that? You know … those rumours?”
Georgia stared at him as her emotions and mind raced first through incomprehension, then varying degrees of disbelief and shock, and finally, as the full possibilities of what Richie had said started to sink in, abject horror.
Richie stared at his sister with the same look of puzzlement he’d been wearing since Georgia had asked ‘what rumours.’ “Oh, come on! I thought everyone had heard those stories. Look, it doesn’t matter, right?” he was saying as Georgia stared mutely, barely able to comprehend speech. “Like I said, they can’t be true!”
Georgia’s imagination and subconscious finished digesting it all, and she stared, wide eyed, at Richie as very vivid and graphic images of just what someone could do with that kind of power over a mind flitted across her mind’s eye. The part-Magvinnian caught occasional glimpses of her thoughts, and got a full blast of what she was feeling.
“Oh shi—Georgia, don’t look like th—Breld! You’re not kidding?!” he fumbled, finally catching on as Georgia shook her head, her eyes filling with tears as their silent plea for him to say ‘Ha ha, just a joke. Not funny, huh?’ went unanswered.
“I … I … I really thought you knew about those … shit!” He stammered as he slumped into a porch swing. Georgia, who suddenly felt as if gravity had suddenly more than doubled, sank, with her heart plummeting, to the ground, bruising her knee on the porch.
Crystabel, having just sensed something was wrong, came rushing out. “Georgia? What’s …” She paused a moment, taking in the scene before finishing her sentence with a quiet, “happening?”
She rounded on Richie giving him a look that could have shamed the Gods into calling off Ragnarok. “Damn it Richard! What the fuck did you say to her?” Normally Crystabel would already know perfectly well, the twins’ bond giving them a clear awareness of everything the other thought and felt, but she hadn't been paying attention during the exchange, and now Georgia was too numb with shock and terror for her to make sense of her thoughts.
She sat on the porch step near Georgia and held her twin as she cried out the new fears and renewed frustration at not being able to do anything to help while Richie tried to explain himself.
“Nothing!” he said with exasperation and panic warring in his voice. “I was trying to help! I was assuring her the rumours about Greenbriar probably aren’t true. How could I know she’d never heard them?”
The next words Crystabel said were in the coldest tones either Georgia or Richie had ever heard cross her lips. Georgia looked up at Richie more than half expecting to see him covered in hoarfrost after her twin had spoken. “Richie, some of us have good taste in books and holos. And, as amazing as you might find this, lots of people don’t read the pamphlets, flyers, and papers at the spaceport declaring such rubbish as the Galfarran Union is secretly being run by some extragalactic race of warriors who can edit their DNA at will, the Confederacy has black-hole guns, or the Imperium built the end of creation in a pack of bloody chewing gum! Or whatever nonsense it is they’ve been claiming. I don’t know what rumours you’re talking about. I don’t want an explanation, because I’m sure if you try I’ll have to kill you, which would ruin my manicure, stain my dress, and upset people who don’t deserve that. Instead, you’re going to say ‘I’m very sorry I’m a brainless idiot’ and then you’ll get lost. Okay?”
Long experience at inadvertently upsetting people he loved might not have taught Richie how to think before speaking, but it had taught him to, eventually, recognise when the safest thing he could do was to make an unadorned apology and then shut up.
“I’m sorry I’m a fucking moron,” he said looking ill. Both girls knew he could fully sense the one’s fear and the other’s anger and that he’d always found both of these emotions distasteful enough individually; the rest was his own acute guilt as the rather caring young man finally came to realise just how much he’d done to make things worse. “If you ladies – or anyone else – needs me, I’ll be in my room working on a vow of silence that still allows singing then taking it.”
Less than a heartbeat after he’d disappeared back into the house the girls heard Merideth yell “Idiot!” with enough venom that they both flinched. It was immediately followed by “Ow! Meri! Qu—OW!” from Richie. Merideth tended to have very little patience or sympathy for her twin’s thoughtlessness, and, as she was always aware of what he was thinking, she knew before he’d said anything to her what he’d done.
Georgia sat outside with Crystabel comforting her until she finally felt calmer again and Crys could convince her that Richie’s ‘rumours’ were just science fiction nonsense.
Two days later Georgia was sitting in The Coffee Shoppe with her friends, Myrian and Loreth, when she saw Serena walk by. She stared for a moment, sure she was mistaken, but the more she stared the more certain she was that it was Serena.
“Serena! Oh, darling, you’re okay!” she squealed jumping up and running, ready to wrap her in a hug that she was determined not to let go of for the rest of the day at least, but stopped short at Serena’s expression.
“Just who the bloody hell are you?” she asked eyeing the much smaller woman with disgust. For a moment Georgia thought she’d made a mistake, but Serena’s voice with its quirky accent was impossible to ignore or mistake. This was Serena.
Georgia, at a loss, stammered, “I … I’m Georgia. Your fiancée. Sweetheart, you’ve been missing for less than a sulid. You can’t have forgotten me that quickly.” Georgia felt hurt. This was not only a horrible time for a joke, it was anything but funny.
“What an absurd notion!” Serena said with a disdainful sneer. “Go bother someone else you stupid child. I’ve more important things to do than to play your ridiculous game.” She suddenly smiled broadly as her gaze left Georgia’s stunned face and focused on someone over the smaller woman’s shoulder who rudely shoved her aside as he strutted into Serena’s waiting arms for a kiss.
“Who’s the child, beloved?” he asked her, amusement showing in his eyes.
“No idea. Come on, this place has nothing I want and we have work to do.”
“Indeed,” he said taking her arm, and they turned to walk out together.
“Serena?!” Georgia said in desperation. Recognition caught up with her and she realised she’d seen that moustachioed and goateed face before. It belonged to … “Wait! Anerix’s High Chancellor?! Serena? What’s he doing here, and what are you doing with him?!” She was desperate and confused as the pair continued to walk to the door. “Serena?! Darling? Don’t you even recognise me?!” She ran toward the couple to grab Serena’s arm to stop her leaving, to try to talk sense into her, when the taller woman turned with a wicked smile on her face and a blaster in hand.
“Foolish girl,” she said with a sneer and pulled the trigger, and then it was dark and warm, and Georgia was lying on her back.
“Serena! No!” she cried and screamed as she found herself entangled in something, and her body was soaked – she was certain it was her own blood. Soon a face swam into focus as it got less dark.
The face was her own and her own voice said, “Georgia! Wake up sweetie!” Since her own voice and face were calling her ‘Georgia’ she reasoned it must be Crystabel talking to her. That explains the longer hair, she thought.
Looking around she said, “What a funny hospital. It looks a lot like your bedroom.”
Suddenly she thought, Wait! Crystabel can help! “Crys! Serena! She’s here, well there, but here-in-Delthakk here I mean! But she doesn’t know me and she’s with Anerix’s High Chancellor guy and …”
“What’s going on in here?” interrupted a sleepy voice. Tera was standing in the doorway of the hospital-that-looked-like-Crys’-room.
Crystabel looked up at their mother, a dark haired, grey eyed, even fairer complexioned, older version of the twins. “She’s had a nightmare,” Crys explained, which Georgia thought a very odd thing to say about her getting shot by someone she loved.
As Crystabel and Tera held her and tried to untangle her from the blankets she’d got herself cocooned in, Georgia tried to explain. “No, I’ve been shot, not had a nightmare! It was Serena. She didn’t know me!” she cried in frustration wondering why no one was taking this seriously. “She’s in love with that High Chancellor jerk, and she shot me because that stupid Greenbriar jackass has erased her mind!”
Crystabel hugged and kissed her twin, smoothing her hair. “No, sweetie, it was a bad dream. He can’t really do those horrible things, remember?”
“Sweetheart, why …” Tera started to ask Crystabel what she was talking about, but got an Expression and shouted, “Richard! Merideth! Krisverin! Come here! Now!”
It didn’t take long for them to comply. Georgia, it turned out, had been screaming in her sleep which had very nearly given Crystabel a heart attack and woken several people in the house who were now gathering in or just outside the room to find out what was going on. As the three siblings stepped into the room, Kris looked a mix of sleepy, confused, and concerned, Merideth, too, looked concerned and, when she looked at Richie, murderous, and Richie looked both guilty and worried.
Their mother looked at them as they came in and immediately said, “I’m sorry Kris, Meri, obviously neither of you had anything to do with this. Richard, do you have something to do with your sister believing that Janoke Greenbriar can erase Serena’s mind?”
He nodded with an expression that begged Tera to take pity on him and merely kill him.
Exasperated she asked, “Do I want to know?”
Trying to sound clever Richie answered, “No, but you probably want me to say it anyway … right?”
Tera glared at him. “You ‘helpfully’ told your sister about some kind of idiot spacer’s tales or comic book nonsense about some kind of device that can alter memories and she believed it. It added one more thing to the already stressful list of sensible reasons for her to be worried that had already upset her.” It was not a question.
“I was trying to help!” Richie said desperately. “I thought she knew about those rumours already and that was why she was so sacred. I know it’s what I’m so scared about. I don’t want my best friend getting brainwashed! It might mess up her guitar playing.”
The last part was Richie’s way of trying to be funny and flippant, but at the expression from everyone around him he said, “Right. Vow of silence. I should go take one now.”
Janice had come in blearily while Richie was explaining himself, and as he spoke his soon-to-be-wife developed an Expression of her own and when he’d finished she tore into him. “Richie! Of all the …” that was the last of anything most people in the room understood as she’d got so angry she was telling him off in her native Ruvellian. Georgia knew very little of the language, mostly the swear words. And while there were a lot of those, she didn’t really get a clear picture of just how Janice was applying each one to him. Janice marched him out of the room toward theirs swearing at him the entire way and right past Renata who looked almost sorry for the boy.
“Should I go make sure she doesn’t strangle him?” she asked sleepily.
Noelle shook her head coming in right behind her. “He’ll be fine, I think. He’ll probably just be on diapers for the rest of his life,” she said referring to how since recently discovering she was pregant Janice had threatened to make Richie change every single one of their child’s diapers if he couldn’t behave.
“Good point,” Ren replied.
Rur and Donovan were already helping to get Georgia untangled from the sheets, and Rur lifted their daughter back into bed where Donovan tucked her in. “Are you going to be all right?” Rur asked after tucking in Crystabel and kissing her.
Georgia shrugged. She felt drained and utterly helpless. She was awake enough to know that the nightmare was nonsense, but that just meant her mind was able to turn back to the sensible worries. In her mind kept swimming images of Serena being tortured, raped, and brainwashed in ways that didn’t resemble plots from a children’s action-holo series. She didn’t have as colourful an imagination as Richie, but that didn’t stop her being genuinely terrified at what Lyn and the rest of the Daggers were going to find when they got to Lothirex.
“They’ll find her, and you’ll have Serena back whole and healthy, I’m sure. Odds are Anerix, Greenbriar himself, or whoever is actually responsible for this wants her for something specific and hurting her wouldn’t be conducive to it,” Rur said gently, seeing the slightly haunted look that lingered in Georgia’s eyes. Georgia looked around at her Daddies Vik and Lance and Momma Ren all of whom had fought their shares of tyrants and madmen, and they all nodded agreement.
Georgia held her father's hand as he started to get up to leave. In unison she and Crystabel said, “Please stay.”
Alone Georgia continued, “Stay with us. Keep the bad dream from coming back.”
Rur smiled as he said, “All right.” For any parent it’s nice, when your child is fifteen and grown, to still feel needed, but doubly so for a Kivanian raising Human children as the two species don’t age at the same rate. Rur sometimes felt many of his kids were growing up entirely too quickly.
As he took his turn kissing and hugging the girls and his husband goodnight, Viktor asked, “Want anyone else to stay too?”
Sighing Georgia said, “Everyone,” with feeling. The family was very large and quite close, and she knew there were no shortage of parents and siblings who would gladly help to comfort her to sleep. Still even as large as the beds in that house were there was only so much room. With a faint smile and a wink at her younger brother she said, “Except Kayden. He snores.”
“I do not!” he said indignantly. He looked like he hadn’t even been to bed yet and was halfway through prepping his hair for whatever he was planning to do with it the next day.
“A little.” Georgia smirked as he came over to wish them goodnight, and he pointedly gave Crystabel a better hug and kiss than Georgia.
After a moment’s thought she looked at her Momma Ren and asked, “Momma, will you stay too?”
She shrugged. “Sure.” Ren climbed into the bed which could hold about six full grown people. Rur might’ve been big enough to nearly count as two, but the three women together hardly counted as that many, so there was still plenty of room.
Vik was radiating worry and concern like a leaking reactor. “Daddy,” Crystabel said gently, “you can stay too if you want.”
“We just didn’t want to ask you to since you’ve fought more than enough bad dreams in your life,” they said together, referring to a time before any of his children but Lyndsey and Virginia were even born when Viktor had been enslaved by the vicious Dichidian warlord, Drochslem, an experience that left him with horrible nightmares – even twenty some odd years had not completely erased them, though they only occasionally came back to haunt him anymore.
Lance put an arm around Vik’s waist. “Come on, love. They’ll be fine, and you’ve got babies to cuddle.”
To Georgia, Lance added, having sensed that she was still terribly worried, “Rur’s right. Serena’s smart and was taken from somewhere she was talking science stuff and taken by a guy who’s supposed to be more than a little bright himself. The High Chancellor’s calculator’s probably broken, and he’s got carried away shopping for a new one. They won’t be doing anything to her in a hurry. Besides, she can take care of herself.” It was so strange to hear her father’s space rat Ruvellian accented voice being so serious, let alone almost wise and knowing that it, somehow, made it easier to believe. Georgia smiled thanks at her father, finished saying goodnight to her brothers and sisters, then curled up in Crystabel’s arms while on either side of the twins Ren and Rur cuddled them, and Georgia was soon fast asleep. She slept better, if not strictly well, and she dreamt better too.




Chapter 12
Serena barged into Janoke’s office before the guards could react, and she took a measure of satisfaction in seeing the look of shocked outrage on his face. “Greenbriar, if you want this damned machine built, and for what slim chance it has of actually working to exist, then either let me do it or tell those bungling incompetents in there to take a hike and bring in assistants who know their arses from holes in the ground.”
“Pardon?” he asked, his tone matching his expression.
“My Galfarran was perfectly clear you daft buffoon.  Your paranoia has addled your brain enough you don’t want me to work on the machine, fine.  The logic would actually even be sound if I didn’t just want this idiocy over with so I can go home!  Still, fine, I can’t touch it.  So you bring in other people to do it, and they won’t follow the design and, worse, can’t connect standard lab shielding to save their lives, which is a certain fact since that’s the bleeding point of the things!  They won’t take any orders or requests from me when I correct them (on your orders, no doubt), but your lazy arse is in here too busy wanking off to your riches and ‘power’ to be buggered with helping!”
Janoke looked taken aback at Serena’s outburst.  His expression clearly showed that he was wondering if he’d misjudged how frightened and helpless his captive was and just how much control he really possessed over her.  In a tone suggesting he was stalling to compose himself, reassess his ‘guest,’ and review his tactics, he asked, “Professor, may I ask why you insist on calling me by my family name?  You’re more than welcome to call me by my first name.  Or, if you insist on maintaining this lack of familiarity between us, you could call me ‘Professor’ or ‘Doctor’.”
Serena could tell he was still off balance, and she was enjoying it.  “Because your name reminds me of an Earth vegetable, artichokes, which I find positively revol—” she lost momentum as she realised what she’d said before finishing with “—ting.”  She had a thoughtful expression as she said, “You know?  You’re right, Janoke, I should call you by your name.  Pray forgive me.”
Janoke sighed heavily. “Professor, with the capabilities and power levels of that equipment I would be the idiot you so enjoy accusing me of being if I allowed you free reign to touch it.  Those ‘incompetents’ I’ll admit weren’t picked for their brilliance.  Quite the contrary.  I would be a fool indeed if I handed a bunch of people with functioning brains the plans for a time machine.  I had expected them to be intelligent enough to do as the plans state and to realise that, if they don’t follow my instructions perfectly, they would all find out how many corners they had cut safely as they’re slated to be the first human test subjects after the calibration phase is complete.”
“I still say you should have done this in space,” Serena said somewhat more kindly, caught off guard herself by Greenbriar not arguing about the assistants.
“I do not possess a ship large enough to project that much power a safe distance away,” he said clearly loathe not only to have shared this weakness but to be made to repeat it.
“In your whole Anerix fleet you don’t have a single battleship with the capa—”
Janoke interrupted her. “I do not command the fleet.  I cannot simply commandeer a warship.”
With a shrewd expression Serena asked, “And your precious High Chancellor figures the warship is less expendable than yourself?  You must be so proud.  Or are you trying to avoid asking, directly, for the resources for this project?”
Ignoring Serena’s comments, Janoke said, dismissively, “I will inspect the device and the lab’s safety equipment myself momentarily.  Thank you.”
Her steam vented and nothing more to say, Serena turned and left with Jaonke watching her intently, a curious expression on his face.




Chapter 13
Georgia woke very early from a strange dream that faded too quickly to recall by the time she’d opened her eyes.  She knew she wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep this time so, kissing her twin, mother, and father gently, Georgia climbed from the bed and padded downstairs.
Despite how very early it was she found she wasn’t the only person up.  Viktor was too.  She had no idea where he’d got to, but there was coffee made and she could hear the puppy outside being tormented by lemyrkûns.  She wasn’t surprised for the same reason she didn’t have to see him to know who was up, her father slept notoriously little and according to her grandparents always had.
She poured a cup of coffee and sipped it while restlessly pacing the library and living room, at a loss what to do with herself.  She was sick with worry and couldn’t shake it.  She knew the Daggers were very good at what they did, but she couldn’t help feeling that by the time they discovered something was horribly wrong it’d already be too late.
You’re only worried because of what Richie said, she told herself.  And Crys is right, it is just comic book rubbish.
She sighed. No, I was worried already; he just made it worse.  Besides … he’s right.  What am I still here for?!  I should be in hyperspace racing to rescue my Serena!
She wanted to believe what Lance and Rur had said the night before, to feel as reassured now as she had then, but try as she might she could think of no reason for all of this.  True, Serena was a bit famous for her work, and among some who tended to get a bit upset that her theories violate the work of Professor Someone-Georgia-had-never-heard-of she was infamous.  To Georgia it was all, literally, academic, something she was anything but.  ‘Just a lot of funny math with hardly any numbers in’, is what she called it to Serena’s amusement.  Serena had always said that her work would open all the universe to exploration rather than just the three wormhole connected major galaxies, and the few, tiny, very close neighbours of Galfarra that could be reached by hyperspace, but she had so far had no better idea how to make that actually work than anyone else.
Georgia realised she, therefore, must be right.  She ought to be doing something, and something horrible was probably already happening to her beloved and if she didn’t hurry it would only be worse.  She immediately sat down and began searching for any ‘port in the system that could get her to Lothirex in time to join Lyndsey and the other Daggers or, if she could get a fast enough ship, for them to catch up to her.
Not one.  For the next three days there wouldn’t be a single ship going anywhere near that system.  Not even a freighter.  The only thing going there soon was a hyperbarge.
“Breld, breld, BRELD!  I could get there on fucking foot faster than on one of those damned things!” she fumed at the computer.
The stress had her temper on a short fuse, and she lost what little patience she had with the schedules and started calling them and the computer displaying them all manner of rude, vulgar, and crass things in a mix of Galfarran, German, Norsk, English, Mugdarran, and the little Kivanian she could pronounce.  She even repeated the very little Ber’ati she knew which amounted to telling the computer (if she understood the translation correctly) to do some very physically improbable and unladylike things.  The inanimate object was unaware of and unfazed by all of this which only upset her all the more.
In mid-tirade she looked up to see Viktor looking at her with his eyebrow raised as he asked, “What’s wrong?”
How does a man so big, with a limp, move so silently? Georgia wondered, not for the first time in her life.
She looked at him feeling like the universe had it in for her and, her voice suggesting that she believed the spaceports were being deliberately spiteful, said, “Nowhere seems able to get me to Lothirex any day this sulid!”
He sighed and, for no reason Georgia was in any state of mind to understand, sounded exasperated as he asked, “Georgia, is there some part of ‘you’re not going’ that you don’t understand?”  He sat down beside her and put his arm around the small woman.
Cradling her coffee, Georgia nuzzled into the silk smoking jacket Vik was wearing.  From his chest she said, “Yes.  The part where some ergi mad scientist bastard kidnaps my Serena and I don’t get to break him … slowly.”
Viktor hugged her and said, “You’re not a warrior, dear.  Trust the Daggers.  Serena will get rescued.”
He’s missing the damned point! Georgia thought.  I don’t doubt Serena will be saved.  I do trust the Daggers.  The problem is that bastard isn’t going to pay dearly enough.  A silent part of her also felt that, if she were there, then, somehow, it would mean Serena couldn’t not be all right.
She wanted to say all that, but for Viktor she had a better argument. One that he couldn’t really say much against: his own past.  “You were no more a warrior than I when you went off to fight in that war against the Mugdarrans,” she pointed out softly.
“True,” he said a bit taken aback. “But that was different.”
Georgia knew that when Vik said, ‘but that was different’ in that tone he meant, ‘you’re absolutely right and have made an excellent point, so I’m stalling for time because I’m convinced I can still, somehow, argue with this without sounding like a complete arse.’  She merely sat up and took a sip of her coffee as she gave him a look over her cup that clearly said, ‘Prove it.’
“It was.  For one thing I wasn’t going to a dangerous situation alone,” he said pointedly.
“Daddy, if I could get there fast enough to be worth the bother then the Daggers will be there or along shortly after.  That’s hardly ‘alone,’” she said with a tone and expression so like her mother that Viktor was half surprised her hair didn’t turn black.
“Georgia, this is dangerous.  Leave it to the professionals.  We’re all worried about Serena; we don’t need to be worried about you too,” he said in what Georgia thought of as his heartbreaking concerned daddy voice.
That only served to annoy her.  “I know it’s dangerous, Daddy.  That’s my point. That’s why I’m so pissed off just sitting here while Serena is in danger.  How would you feel if,” she hesitated while she tried to think of which of her parents wouldn’t be more of a danger than in it if they were in Serena’s place, “Donovan or Noelle were in the same situation?  Face it, we’d have to tie your noble arse to a chair, seal it in a vault, then drop that in an ocean just to keep you from arriving ahead of the rescue party!  Or do you reserve rash insanity and reckless heroics for masses of people you’ve never met?”  That last question had come out more spiteful than Georgia had meant it to.  She’d meant it only to be a flippant reference to the number of times in his past when a grateful populous had branded him a hero.
Georgia was glad to see he’d understood as he smiled and quirked an eyebrow at her. “I’d like to think I’ve got enough sense to remember that my warrior days are behind me.  Even if Noelle or Donovan were in potential danger.”  He gave her a significant look. “As for the rest of that tirade … are you saying that you know that what you’re trying to do is insane and reckless?”
Without hesitation she reminded him, in her best matter-of-fact tone, “Daring rescues of the beautiful damsel in distress by the lone hero (or the small merry band of adventurers) are always insane and reckless.  That’s what makes them exciting.”  Viktor chuckled while Georgia, smirking at her father, added, “And maybe you’d like to think it, but can you look me in the eye and say that’d be the truth of the matter if you were me?"
Looking sheepish Viktor said, “We’re not discussing me; we’re discussing you.  Why don’t you do the sane thing and stay here?”
“Can’t,” she said simply.
He raised his eyebrow again.  Georgia loved making him do that. “And why not?”
“For one thing I’m your and Mommy’s daughter,” she stated seriously.
Viktor started to speak a few times, gave up, then shook his head.  He clearly wanted to say something about that, to argue with it, but couldn’t.  So, letting it pass, he asked, “And your other reasons?”
Georgia took a long, thoughtful drink of coffee while she tried to get her words in order for an answer.  With a deep breath she said, “Because if I stay here I’m not doing anything.  If I’m not doing anything then I have time to think.  If I have time to think then I have time to worry.  Whereas if I’m breaking the bad man I don’t have time to think.  You can’t take time to think in a fight – I learnt the first time I sparred with Mommy, before I’d been to a single tournament, that that hurts – and if I can’t think I can’t worry; that means I don’t feel so helpless and afraid.”  
She steadied herself with another gulp of coffee before continuing. “I don’t know what that lunatic wants Serena for.  I know it makes sense that he wants her to do something for him which would make her, relatively, safe.  The problem is I really only know what he’s like from times he’s managed to get himself in the news – and those aren’t things that paint him a very sane man.  So what makes sense to us may not be the ‘logic’ he used deciding to take Serena.  I mean, maybe he has a thing for long-legged, gorgeous, dirty-blonde geniuses with sexy accents, and he’s too stupid or insane to try just asking them on a date.  He didn’t take her to Anerix so … well … I think I’d actually feel better if I thought the High Chancellor wanted her.  It’d make it more likely this was all, sort of … well … sensible.  He’s ruler of a whole planet, if he wants a smart, tall woman he can just order his police to bring him one off the street who’d (probably) be along willingly!  Maybe Greenbriar needs … Terran19 women for some kind of experiment.  He’s a biologist.  They like poking around with how creatures work, right?”  She was sounding far from calm and by the end her voice had broken once or twice, but she managed not to cry.
Viktor hugged her asking, “Were you this worried before Richie’s … ‘help’?”
Georgia answered uncertainly, “No … yes … maybe?  I was worried.  And I don’t really know that I’d had time enough to get this scared yet.  I was too busy … realising it wasn’t just some bad dream I would wake up from any moment.  I know Richie’s helped me have some more vivid and specific things to be afraid of, but I’m pretty sure I’d still be going mad just sitting around fucking waiting regardless.”  Her hesitation faded as she spoke and frustration lent force to her words.
Viktor hugged her again and kissed the top of her head. “Everything is going to be all right, sweetie.”
“Well, it has to be,” she said resignedly.  “I can’t make it there in less time than it’ll take the Daggers to have arrived, saved Serena, then be headed back.”  Glaring at Viktor’s valknut pendant she added, “And Serena has to be okay, or I swear Odin and Loki are getting their testicles ripped off and force fed to them.”
Viktor sighed and shook his head sounding, to Georgia, oddly uncomplimentary as he said, “You are definitely Tera’s daughter,” with a chuckle.
“I know,” she said with pride as she snuggled closer against him. 
After a few moments she asked softly, “Daddy?”
“What?” he asked gently.
“Why?” she asked sullenly.  “Why would Anerix, or Greenbriar, or whoever, want to take Serena?  She doesn’t do science that ever sounds very useful to people, just important to other scientists … unless you count that funny way her ship works, but it’s really no faster or better than the newest and fanciest hyperdrives.  Besides, she says it drives navicomps to insanity so she’s virtually the only person who can fly it anywhere, but I’m sure if someone wanted one she’d give it to them, especially if they’re this insistent.  I’m just so scared we’re deluding ourselves that she’s okay because she’s smart, so they’d want her smartness and not hurt her.  Trouble is, it doesn’t make any sense!  Why would they want her smartness?  Why not someone else?  Momma would be more useful if they wanted a better hyperdrive, I bet, or at least someone who doesn’t spend all their time teaching or playing with numbers.”
With each word it became clear to both of them that this was what was truly bothering Georgia.  She couldn’t believe Serena had been kidnapped for any purpose that would make hurting her counterproductive.  Nothing that would suggest Serena’s safety made any sense.  The more she’d said the more pleading that had entered her voice, and the more she prayed, begging the Gods, she was wrong, that she was just missing something.
Viktor frowned and said softly, “I don’t know, Solani.  What was she talking about at the conference, do you know?”
It made Georgia smile a little to be called by the old nickname she and Crystabel had shared as little girls which they’d earned from their resemblance to the popular Sweytzian depictions of the kindly little spirits.
Georgia shrugged. “It had something to do with her having worked out that Vorton is like five saenead ago or something … and how that somehow means time has its own hyperspace, and if we use that the same way we use regular hyperspace we can get to other galaxies because we’d be bouncing off of the past to get there.  It got really weird after that, because she ran out of comprehensible things to say.”
“Then, probably, Greenbriar thought something in her theory could be useful for some nefarious purpose.  So he won’t harm her because he’ll need her mind fully functional.  Or maybe he does just have a thing for leggy genius blondes and wants her as his sex slave, in which case he’ll be sorely disappointed indeed.”
Georgia giggled at ‘nefarious’. “Your class is studying Doc Smith again, aren’t they?”
Georgia had never thought about the explanation she’d received the day Serena had got the invitation to speak at the conference until Vik had asked that.  She was realising there were things someone could need Serena for, even things not related to what she had gone to speak on.  She did invent an entire branch of mathematics that earned her a Professorship at fourteen.  They could just need her to be smart and think for them, and they just didn’t feel inclined to be polite about it, she thought and began to relax as she continued to think it out and couldn’t find reasons to doubt it.  Or that wormhole drive thing!  Of course Anerix would want one of those!  It’d be so they could bring their ‘peace and tranquillity’ to other galaxies whether they want it or not, the same way they keep trying with the planets on this side of this galaxy.
“No,” Vik said snapping Georgia out of her thoughts. “It just seems like the right word from what I’ve heard of Greenbriar.  Would you prefer ‘dastardly’?”
Georgia shook her head. “‘Nefarious’ has a better ring to it.  We’ll stick with that.”
Chuckling Viktor said, “Okay.”  More soberly he added, “Seriously, though … she’ll be fine,” as he hugged her tight.
Georgia smiled more genuinely than she had in days, “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”




Chapter 14
Ana caught a glimpse of one of the ship’s windows and watched, through the fresh wave of nausea, as the perspective defying chaos of hyperspace untwisted to reveal the cold vacuum of regular space.  Gods, she thought fighting the dizziness and rising bile, why can’t there be a way to travel the planets that doesn’t require going into space, or at least not hyperspace?  She shuddered, space might worry her, but hyperspace downright gave her the creeps.
Regardless, the minor miracle, as she saw it despite having travelled over a thousand times in her life, that had occurred each time repeated – she boarded a starship and lived to tell about it.
They landed on the second largest of Lothirex’s ten major continents at a noisy and dilapidated old spaceport.  Ana, Lyndsey, and Tech went to find out where Janoke’s mansion was while Martoz and Dolvis stayed behind to unload the cargo they’d brought in order to seem like small time traders.  Dolvis, whose family on Colvata were merchants, was especially looking forward to this.  He was a rookie Dagger and haggling over the goods would be an opportunity for him to show off.
Finding the mansion was remarkably easy.  It turned out that Greenbriar was a kind of semi-celebrity on that world.  Soon the three were in a rented speeder on their way over a deep green sea toward a large island subcontinent where one of Lothirex’s busiest cities sat and just beyond that, the Greenbriar estate.
When they found Janoke’s mansion, Ana grimaced.  “Ugh, that’s criminal,” she said.
“Actually,” Tech said thoughtfully, “I think it’s supposed to be Vindrellian.”  He tried to look innocent as Lyn and Ana both hit him.
“That’s gaudy, the real classical Vindrellian villas are gorgeous.  That’s an atrocity against the sighted world,” Ana said, glaring at the place as though it had personally insulted her.
“Landscaping’s nice,” Tech commented.
“Are we here to buy the place or break in?” Lyn asked them impatiently.
They both shrugged at her and got to work.  After several saenead of watching the mansion, Ana remarked, “Not too heavily guarded, it looks like.”
“Yeah,” agreed Lyndsey.  “Small number just wandering around randomly by the look through those windows, and those two at the door.  How’re you doing on the computer, Tech?”
“No good,” he said frowning.  Jordan considered any computer he couldn’t break into offensive.  “It’s not connected to the outside … well, not any useful parts.”  Grudgingly he admitted, “He’s done a good job on the security, it looks like.  Probably a side effect of how things work around here.  He can’t connect any of it to the local police because if an alarm was triggered they wouldn’t give a damn.  It’s probably all self-contained sensors connected to internal alarms.  Since he’s got armed guards it’s a good bet there’re no autolasers, but I suppose it’s just as likely he’s never heard of ‘overkill’.”
“Well, we could sneak in through …” Lyn was outlining a plan but Ana had quit listening.  Some women were walking past the mansion and, while not terribly attractive, they were dressed scantily and had a shape that broadcast ‘human20 female’ very clearly.  What really had Ana’s interest was how much the women had got the guards’ attention; the two young men were ogling appreciatively.
If those three can make their eyes pop out like that, Ana thought with a smirk, Lyn and I could probably get them to drop dead at our feet on request!  As she watched, the guards’ eyes were riveted to the women’s breasts and arses. And we could do it carrying an entire army, so long as we didn’t keep it anywhere between our necks and hips.
As Ana thought through her idea and watched the guards watch the women her smirk became a grin, and the grin grew to Cheshire proportions until Lyn and Tech both looked over at her and asked, “Ana … what are you thinking?” in suspicious voices.
“I know how we’ll get in,” she said.
“I know.  I just said how.” Lyndsey looked at her wife and best friend since childhood, not for the first time, like she thought the woman had lost her mind.
“Your way’s too much trouble.  Why don’t we just ask those nice guys at the doors to let us in?”
“Because they’re guards,” Lyn explained as if to an especially stupid child.  “And guards, generally, aren’t supposed to let armed strangers into the Evil Madman’s mansion.  That’s kind of their whole point.”
“I’ll bet they would if you and I asked really nicely,” she said with such a mischievous glint in her eye the other two finally caught on.
“Why me?” Lyn asked.  Ana assumed it was because she was looking forward to scaling walls and sliding in through windows or vents and such.  Ana tended to think of Lyn’s fondness for such plans to be ‘a Ninja Thing’ referring to some of the peculiarities the already quirky and energetic woman had picked up when she’d studied the old Terran martial art, which specialised in the subtle and covert, from her uncle and his friend Kenshin.
“You’ve got nicer breasts than I do,” Ana pointed out. “You could go down there with a tank, and they’d be staring so hard at your cleavage they’d never notice.”
“Yeah they would,” Tech supplied with a wicked smirk. “Her cleavage is the only part of her big enough to put a tank.”
“They aren’t that big,” Lyn said glaring at him.
“They’re pretty close, hon,” Ana said smiling. “And Tech?  Stop helping.”
Lyn looked up the street where the women were dwindling into the distance.  So, she had noticed the guards watching them, Ana thought.
“All right.  Good point … about the guards, not my ability to hide a tank on my chest,” Lyndsey said.
While Lyn and Ana went into the city to shop, Jordan stayed behind to see what more could be learnt and because that was where Marty and Dovis were supposed to meet them.
The city had plenty of the sort of shops Lyn and Ana were looking for, so when they got back to the mansion they looked like a couple of Junillian teenagers confused about their dress size.  Martoz and Dolvis had just got back and when the three men saw the ladies, Tech’s jaw dropped, Dolvis blinked in confusion, and Martoz frowned.
“What are you two wearing?” he asked.
In a tone suggesting she thought their husband simple, Lyndsey said, “Clothes.”
Ana said, “Our way in,” and began to explain the plan.
“Anastasia, that’ll never work!” Marty said when she’d finished.  “As beautiful as you and Lyn might be, they’re hardly going to miss (especially with you and she dressed like that) that you’re both armed and accompanied by armed men.”
Tech defended the plan while Lyn glared at Marty mouthing ‘might be!?’, “Actually, Marty, they probably would.  A couple of vrisks21 walked past, and those two at the door could have solved a planetary drought with how much they were drooling.  If they’re so easily impressed, then these two should be able to talk them into chopping their own heads off before they realised what they were doing.”
Lyn quit glaring at Marty and rounded on Tech with a look that could have flayed him alive. 
“Nice one, Jordan.  You’ve just solved the great mystery of how it is you stay so perpetually single despite how much you date.  You must talk occasionally, I guess,” Ana said scathingly, as she put a hand on Lyn’s shoulder to keep her from deciding to do with her katana what her glare wasn’t managing to accomplish.
Tech, fully aware neither woman would actually hurt him, still took a step back and tried to keep Dolvis between himself and them, all the while wearing a puzzled look, clearly aware he’d said something wrong, but oblivious to what.
Martoz pinched the bridge of his nose, looking very much like Darrien, and sighed in exasperation.  “You three were supposed to be the recon, and if you are all so sure this will work … Let’s just get this insanity started before I come to my senses.”
Their outfits left Ana and Lyn with precious few places to hide any weaponry and, all hyperbole aside, they were pretty sure swords and full-sized military grade blasters would get noticed.  They grudgingly had to leave these behind with the guys.  Lyn left hers, especially her katana, behind with so much reluctance that Ana feared Dolvis and Marty would have to pin her down while she and Jordan took them.  When they would tell the story to others later Lyn would usually point out Ana had been little more willing to part with her bow, which Ana would always argue was ‘base slander’.
They started toward the mansion armed with knives, daggers, a holdout blaster each, and in Lyn’s case, an esoteric collection of sharp metal pieces she always explained to Ana as a ‘ninja tradition’.  The two had expertly hidden these items in various places about themselves; Ana silently thanking the magician she’d travelled with for part of a korva; Lyn equally grateful to her sensei Bobby and Kenshin.
The two women swayed their way toward the ostentatious monstrosity while the guards stared openly with their eyes darting back and forth between Lyndsey’s ample and barely contained chest and Ana’s mostly bared dancer’s legs.  They also darted glances at the pair’s bared midriffs, made all the more enticing by the skirts they wore being set artfully low on their hips and high up their thighs.  Not that they could have spotted the girls’ weapons easily, but it comforted them to know that they had done a good job drawing their eyes away from the hiding places.  They also were drawing the guards’ attention from Tech, Marty, and Dolvis who were approaching the mansion from the opposite direction to back the girls up if this went badly.
Pretending to have only just noticed the guards Lyn and Ana fixed their faces into broad, vapid ‘Oh, Spirits be thanked! Are we ever glad to see you!’ smiles as they hurried toward the guards.
Ana turned her charms on the right hand guard and Lyn the left.  In an almost purring voice, Ana said, “Well, Hel-lo!” as she flirted with the young guard and adopted the accent favoured by the wastrel daughters of Junil’s richer districts.
Lyn took up the game asking in a voice so ditzy sounding Ana found it hard to keep a straight face, “You handsome soldiers happen to be very good with broken speeders?” using something like the Loonie22 accent.
Thankful that the guards weren’t too interested in their faces, Ana shot Lyn a warning look, not very sure how they might see what could be interpreted as an attempt to lure them from their posts.  Lyn quickly ammending, before it could occur to them to be suspicious, “Or maybe you have a comm we can borrow?  Ours was stolen by some very bad people at the beach the other day!  Can you believe that?”
Lyndsey’s guard reluctantly, and with a crestfallen expression said, “We can’t leave our posts, and we’ll be here a few more nulaire.  Otherwise we could definitely fix your speeder for you.”
The other guard nodded vigorous agreement with his partner, and seeing the girls’ shattered looks, he hastily added, clearly hopeful that after their shift he and his comrade might still be given some expressions of gratitude, “But there’s a comm just inside this door you could use!”
Lyndsey and Ana beamed at them. “Oh how wonderful”  Ana squealed as the pair turned, bumping into each other in their hurry to be the one to code the door open.
The moment their backs were turned Ana and Lyn quit the giggling teenager act and placed their blasters to the backs of the guards’ necks.  “Go on.  Finish opening it, boys.  We’re in a hurry.  Your boss has a friend of ours, and we want her back.  Play nice, you live.  I assume you’re bright enough to figure out the alternative,” Lyn said casually.
For a moment the guards looked like they were thinking two average sized soldiers could overcome two tiny women with tiny blasters when the tiny women’s larger friends with larger blasters walked up.
“Open the door, please,” Ana said sweetly. “I’d really rather not kill you.”  As an afterthought she added, “It’d probably do you well to look for a new career after this, though.”
The left-hand guard suddenly tried to turn while he went for his blaster.  Lyndsey pulled her trigger without even blinking.  The little holdout blaster didn’t carry enough power to make a mess, but that didn’t make the man any less dead as he fell to their feet.
Marty shook his head sadly, then put a gentle hand on the remaining guard’s shoulder.  The young man looked up nervously at the rather large Mugdarran.  “What’s your name kid?” Martoz asked kindly.
“Th-Thelik,” he said looking pale.  His eyes were wide with a mix of shock and horror.  Ana wasn’t sure if it was from having seen Lyndsey casually kill his comrade, from Marty’s sheer size – not exceptional for his species, but not unimpressive – or from the simple fact that Marty was a Mugdarran, a race of ferocious looking carnivores with an equally ferocious reputation.
“Thelik, son, we can get into this building with or without your help.  If you help then this will all be over with faster and easier.  These ladies,” he gestured to Lyn and Ana, “are not renowned for their patience, but they are renowned for their aim and reflexes.  You could, certainly, play heroic like this guy here, or you can be sensible, open the door, and tell us where Greenbriar is keeping the young girl he’s kidnapped.  If you take the latter option you get to live to have grandkids and the like to tell tall tales all about this day to.  Understand?”
Thelik nodded and finished keying open the door.  Inside was more gaudy imitation decor.   “Gods, does this man have any taste?!” Ana asked herself aloud as they stepped inside.  Thelik chuckled but said nothing.
Off the entrance hall was a guard booth which prompted Ana to think, Paranoid this one, as she shook her head.  The five of them strode into the booth with Thelik in tow.
“What’s the meaning of this?!” the guard closest the door shouted as they came in.
“We’re rescuing our friend.  Co-operate, surrender, or die,” Dolvis said simply.
Lyndsey made a sudden movement and one of her esoteric bits of metal, a shuriken, seemingly sprouted from the back of the other guard’s hand.  “No alarms, please,” Lyn said to her pleasantly. “They give me a headache.”  It was only then that Ana realised the woman’s injured hand had been pulled away from what looked like an alarm trigger.
Tech was already setting up on the other side of the entrance hall in the sitting room where he’d found a terminal.  There he was busily trying to break into the mansion’s computers.
Ana and Dolvis were tying up the guards from the side room, and Marty was in the hall with Lyndsey questioning Thelik.  Ana, therefore, couldn’t see what happened, but she clearly heard, “Who are you?!  What are you doing?!  Get away from that!” shouted from the room Tech was in followed by a blaster being fired.
Ana rushed into the hall to see Thelik staring into the sitting room stammering, “H-he didn’t … He didn’t even look up!  He just … how?!”  Jordan’s shooting sometimes had that effect on people who didn’t know him.  Even the ones that did were frequently amazed.  Ana and Lyn had seen him do similar feats an hundred times and still were impressed.  He always explained it as a result of the practice he got from the video games he played.
Lyn was already kneeling beside the man Tech had shot. “Please don’t tell me if he’s dead; I was too busy with something delicate to be able to take time to aim,” Tech said. “When they haven’t shot at me first I don’t sleep well for most of a korva if I know I’ve killed ‘em.”
“Cadjik,” Lyn called him affectionately as she checked for a pulse.  Ana had never been sure what the word meant.  Lyn called her that a lot and would only say it’s ‘sort of Mugdarran for wimp,’ but no one had ever been able to explain to Ana quite what the difference was.
Lyndsey tied up the guard who was only unconscious as Tech’s shot had hit his shoulder – nothing fatal, but quite painful.  “He’ll live,” Lyn assured him.  “How’s the computer?”
“This is going to take forever; the security on this thing is …” he started to answer, but stopped and exclaimed, “Ha!  HA!  Oh Spirits, I am good!  I am become a god, and you are now my devoted slave!”
Everyone just stared at him.  It took a few moments, but it began to dawn on them that he was talking to the terminal.
“Don’t forget to clean up when you’re done,” Lyndsey teased.
“Huh?” he said looking startled.  “Oh … funny.  No, see, I’ve broken into the entire system.  This whole place seems fully automated, so I’m now in full control of virtually everything in the mansion.  I found Serena, too.  He’s got a really interesting collection of surveillance and sensor equipment all over the place.  She’s in this lab on the third floor of the east wing.  I’ve locked the doors so any guards not already in the hallways and who don’t break the lock are trapped.”
Lyn looked genuinely hurt by this news.  “Thanks, Tech,” she said irritably. “Now you’ve spoiled the rest of the fun!”
Tech shrugged. “I could let them out if you like.  Or sound alarms.  You name it.”
Nearly in unison Marty, Ana, and Dolvis said, “No! Don’t you dare!”
Ana told her wife, “Lyn, be nice.”  To Jordan she said, “Tech, you did fine,” as she kissed him.
He smiled and stuck his tongue out at Lyn who did the same back.  “Grow up, you two,” Dolvis said in exasperation.
“Oh, and Serena’s been living in this suite here,” Jordan said pointing to a map he’d called up.
“How do you know that?” Marty asked curiously.
“Couple reasons.  First, there’s a guard rota for it, but not anywhere else internal, and second it’s been cut off from all the comm and computing systems.”
Lyn, who always just said whatever came to her mind, was, unsurprisingly, the first to react to the news. “Marty, why don’t you run and grab Serena’s things – no sense leaving anything behind when we have the run of the place; besides I don’t like leaving things for the Creepy Bad Guy to do Creepy Mad Science things with.  I still don’t think it’s a good idea to overstay our welcome though, and if we split up we can be done faster.  Dolvis, you stay here with Tech and give him any help he needs while me and Ana go get Serena.”
“Why …” Marty started to ask, but Lyn cut him off.
“You’ll have the easiest time carrying stuff. Tech has to stay here to provide computer guy stuff.  Dolvis is as good a choice as any to back him up.  Going to get Serena should take two people since we’ll be taking our new friend, Thelik here, to make sure we don’t get lost.”
“Or any of us could go get Serena, then go get her things … assuming she has anything to get, and …” Marty managed to say before he was interrupted again.  This time it was by Tech.
“If it helps any, I don’t need to stay here,” he said standing and fiddling with his computer.  “Why not all of us go get Serena?  Then, if she wants to get anything from her rooms, we can go there after.  This way we can deal with any large groups of guards if any break free, and we don’t waste time going to get things that might not be there.”
“I like Tech’s plan,” Ana chimed in.
“Me too,” Dolvis agreed.
Lyndsey looked at Tech incredulously. “But you said …”
“Oh.  That?  Well, I couldn’t.  Now I can.  I fixed it.”
“Of course!  You’ve … fine.  Tech’s plan it is.  Can we go now?”  Lyn had been sitting still too long and was getting impatient and irritable.  She shoved the gag she’d made from the wounded man’s shirt into its owner’s mouth then stood up to stride out into the hall.
Thelik was nervously guiding the group through a wing full of labs when, suddenly, the lights flickered, and they heard a very ominous crunching sound followed by a loud, heavy, THUD.  
“What the hell was that?!” Lyn asked.




Chapter 15
Serena sat in her rooms waiting for Janoke to be ready to turn on his machine.  She didn’t blame him wanting to very nearly dismantle it and build it back up to inspect it considering how many mistakes they discovered in a cursory check.  She wouldn’t have wanted to be on the same planet as that thing if it or the shielding were improperly calibrated.  That’d be a good way to have yourself scattered across time and space … or worse ejected whole there and there’s enough space out there that odds are you’d land in it; Serena didn’t relish the notion of breathing vacuum.
There was a soft knock on the door then Kristog’s face appeared.  “The Doctor requires you in the lab, Professor,” she said.  The girl had taken to calling Serena ‘Professor’ again after one point when Janoke had heard her say ‘Serena’ and he’d started telling her off, despite Serena having interrupted it to tell him off using a great many choice words which would have scandalised her sweet, demure Granny.  Still the damage was done and Serena was ‘Professor’ again.
“Finally!  Thank you, Kristi, dear.”
“Ah, Professor!  There you are!  You’re about to make history my dear … in more ways than one,” Janoke said jovially and with an exuberant smile as Serena walked into the lab.
“You don’t honestly believe I haven’t realised that, should this foolish scheme work, you can have ‘invented’ this thing yourself shortly after the gods invented the universe? And, according to the articles that came out after I released the work you’re perverting with this idiocy, I already have made history, thank you.  I didn’t give a damn then, and certainly don’t now,” Serena said derisively.  She was already in a foul enough mood between the lousy cooking, which reminded Serena of the horrible monstrosities that the Confederation’s fabbers called food, and not sleeping well from both waking fears over her fate and vivid nightmares about it. 
It was starting to occur to Serena that no matter what happened, Janoke was unlikely to ever let her go and quite likely would kill her as soon as she ceased to be necessary.  Her only comfort was hope that she’d be rescued, and the satisfaction that Janoke, no matter how many machines he decided to force her to design, would never get what he wanted.
His smile faltered, but his excitement was genuine and it soon returned full force. “Shall we begin?”
“Are you sure that shielding is right?  I not only like staying in one piece, I like breathing atmosphere, on a planet, preferably in this time and universe.”
He chuckled. “I quite agree.  Everything, especially the safety measures, are satisfactory.”
“Better than that would be nice,” Serena said with a frown. “Very well, let’s get this madness over with so I can go home.”
Something in his smile gave Serena the uneasy feeling that her statement had amused him; this made her certainty that he meant never to release her all the worse.
Janoke cut on the power and immediately the shielding became visible as an odd distortion of the air like a soap bubble as it redirected and absorbed the stranger of the particles sleeting from the shimmering nimbus that was now forming and growing in the room’s exact centre.
And now the fun starts, Serena thought with a smile.
When full power was reached the small shimmering, swirling pocket of distressed space-time began feeding through itself, drawing more power from the equipment, flickering the lights several times, then drawing everything inside the shields that wasn’t bolted down into its core.  The stresses on the shields and power systems overloaded the circuits of several of the monitoring systems and even a few of the control units.  Before long the solid, spherical mass being held in midair by the gravity warp blocked the power feed and killed the ‘tunnel’ while the failsafes caught up and shut down the experiment before the surges could reach anything vital. 
The mass, no longer supported, fell to the floor leaving a fair dent and several cracks in the stone tiles.  It was very hard for Serena to keep the innocently shocked and thoughtful expression on her face.  She wanted to burst out laughing, but knew that would be very dangerous.  Luckily she didn’t have to hold her composure long before genuine surprise eliminated the need.
“What’s …” Janoke asked in shock as the sounds of blasters firing mixed with shouting erupted in the hallway.




Chapter 16
Upon hearing the loud, solid thud and feeling the mansion shake from it, the Daggers broke into a run towards the lab.  In the final hallway they met up with a group of guards who, to no one’s surprise, started shooting.
The guards had opened fire so frantically that the shots mostly all went astray except one lucky shot which got Thelik in his leg, causing him to fall screaming.  The guards were wearing armour, Ana discovered, when she shot one in the chest three times and she didn’t even flinch.  All around her the others were obviously discovering the same as cursing in Covati, Galfarran, and Mugdarran soon filled the hall once all the Daggers had found cover and a chance to fire back.
The fight went for several moments, then Tech announced, “Serena should be through that door on the left.”
“You sure?” asked Dolvis as he ducked a shot and fired back.
Tech looked to Thelik who nodded. “Yeah.”
“I’ve got it,” Dolvis said.  He was closest to the door and made for it, dodging and diving.  Ana watched as, in the process, he killed a guard by placing a shot right into the gap between the helmet and armour, a nearly impossible shot, and one Dolvis assured her later had been pure luck.
Just as he made it through the door, Ana and Tech managed to both shoot the faceplate of another guard at the same time and the combined force shattered it.  Lyn’s next shot was between the same guard’s eyes.
Dolvis had only been through the door a few heartbeats when he came diving back out of it with a blaster bolt following.  He immediately returned to the room, keeping low. 
Having seen that the Daggers knew how to make blasters overcome body armour, the remaining guards had sought cover and the fight seemed destined to go to whomever had the most charges left, as both sides took to shooting from around doorways and a great many shots harmlessly scorched the walls.
After a time Ana realised she hadn’t seen Lyn in a long while.  She hadn’t seen her get hit, but Ana’s heart missed several beats as she frantically sought out her wife.  Moments later she saw a guard lean out of a doorway to take another shot toward Tech and Thelik, but instead of firing he got a surprised look on his face while he sprouted a katana from his chest.  Ana readily recognised Lyndsey’s blade and could breathe easily again as she returned her full attention to the fight.




Chapter 17
As the din of what was undeniably some kind of battle grew louder Janoke looked to one of the lab’s computer consoles, and then looked puzzled for a moment before swearing under his breath.
“Come with me, Professor,” he said irritably as he turned to Serena.
“Not on your life!  If there’s someone here that can get you into this kind of panic I believe I’d quite like to meet them,” she said crossing her arms defiantly.
“Professor, you seem under the mistaken impression that I was making a request,” he said in a slow, even tone as he grabbed Serena’s arm in a tight, painful grip.
“Let go of me you stupid bastard!” Serena screamed as she struggled and punched him soundly across the jaw with her free hand.
Gods!  Why doesn’t anyone ever mention how much that hurts?! she wondered as pain lanced through her fingers.
Janoke had let go and stumbled back, as much from surprise as the limited force and effect of Serena’s inexpert strike.  When he stood back up he was holding the slender silvery weapon he’d held back on Jartorin.
“Professor, I’ve no desire to kill you.  You are quite valuable, after all, but you’re also becoming quite tiresome.  Please don’t give me any more reason to want to shoot you.”
Serena could see little choice and began walking toward him, slowly, as her mind raced to find a means of escape.  She was nearly to him when a Covatic with red-orange fur, who Serena found somewhat familiar, ran into the room.  As soon as he saw Janoke he fired, but he hadn’t really aimed; the shot just missed.
Greenbriar fired back with a better aimed shot that chased the Covatic from the room.  The would-be rescuer’s reflexes saved him from the shot but also took him out of sight for several moments.
While the Covatic was distracted, Janoke ran for a strange device that resided against one wall of the lab inside the shielded area that seemed to have survived the experiment.  After operating a few switches, Serena all but forgotten in his hurry to save his own neck, the device opened up to show the hollow, smooth, bronze coloured, shining, unmistakable interior of a transmat capsule.  In a few heartbeats he’d closed the door and was gone.
The Covatic came in more cautiously and keeping low.  Without so many distractions, Serena finally managed to recognise him.
“Dolvis?!” she said excitedly and ran to him hugging him around the neck.  She was so happy, if the young rookie Dagger with the inexhaustible supply of hilarious, if rather ribald, jokes was here then the battle outside was a rescue, and it never occurred to Serena that the Daggers might fail; they had a well-earned reputation for giving far better than they got.  A Dagger typically outnumbered all but the best militias by at least one to ten.
“Hi,” he said absentmindedly hugging her back while he looked around thoroughly confused.  “Where’d that funny looking Human that shot at me go?”
Serena understood his confusion.  He was standing near the only obvious way out of the room.  She pointed to the camouflaged capsule. “There’s a transmat hidden in that thing.”
“Schreln,” he swore with feeling.  He handed her a small blaster and said, “Get behind that console and stay there,” before returning to the doorway and rejoining the fight.
Just holding the small blaster made Serena feel ill.  She was going to protest, but didn’t want to distract Dolvis from the fight.  When a stray bolt came through the doorway in her general direction, she bit back her complaints and hurried to do as she’d been told.  From the safety afforded by the large console she examined the weapon and wondered, vaguely, how to work it.  The trigger and which way to hold it she knew, but she wondered bemusedly how to check the charge and how to know if the safety was on or off.
The fight eventually ended, and Serena thanked all her gods that it hadn’t needed to include herself.  She was relieved nearly to tears to see Jordan, Lyndsey, Ana, and Marty all walk in.  Lyndsey was cleaning blood from her sword which made Serena very near sick.  Marty was carrying a wounded Anerix soldier she’d seen but never met, and they all looked a little battered which made Serena feel faintly guilty since they’d been hurt on her account.
Lyn looked around when she was all the way in the room.  “Where’d the Bad Guy go?” she asked in complete disappointment.
“That thing over there’s a …” Serena hesitated.  She knew Anastasia had some kind of issue with transmats, but realised she’d never heard just what kind of problem and couldn’t think of a safe way to complete the sentence without mentioning it.  Finally, in a flat voice, she just said, “An escape.”
“How can it be?” Lyn asked. “I was just in the room on the other side of …” Dolvis and Serena had both been making surreptitious motions to try to stop her, and Lyn’s voice trailed off as comprehension dawned.
Lyndsey looked toward her wife in clear hope that Ana hadn’t been paying attention or simply hadn’t caught on.  No such luck.  Ana had let out a faint whimper and backed out of the room in wide eyed terror while clutching a pendant Serena had never seen her without since very shortly after the woman had joined the Daggers.
Ah, Serena thought, extreme phobia.  Got it.  No wonder no one ever mentions the bloody things around her, and she so pointedly looks the other way when walking past the capsule room on Luna station when we’ve visited Earth together.  Gods, she makes Vinnie look downright fond of the things.  Serena felt a wave of sympathy for the woman as she watched Ana back right into the far wall of the hallway and, briefly try to keep going. 
Lyn had an almost evil gleam in her eye when she looked at Jordan. “Tech, where?” was all she said.  Lyn had a simple outlook on the universe, and right now that outlook told her that it was Janoke’s fault her wife and best friend was terrified.  Add in kidnapping Serena (which was bad enough) which had upset her little sister (which was worse), and now every particle of her being was crying out for his blood.  Serena took a step back, uneasy in the path of Lyn’s gaze even if she wasn’t the target of the diminutive woman’s wrath.
“No idea,” Tech said, clearly not wanting to say the words.  “It would, naturally, be on its own independent system.  Has to be.  Terrans still think that ‘electricity’ stuff is impressive so …”
“I don’t want a fucking lesson in comparative technologies, Tech.  Just find out,” she snapped as she and Marty went to help an Anastasia who looked like she was only standing still out of the combined equal urges to both faint and run.
Jordan looked helplessly at Serena, Dolvis, and even the Anerix guard. “I only know how to make ‘em work and an hundred or so ways to sabotage or break one.  Anyone got a clue how to find out where it sent to?”
They all shook their heads, but Serena walked over to what she’d finally recognised was a Confederate design computer and read the display. “Well, it gives power levels, transmitter orientation …”  She did some calculations then said, “He’s been sent into orbit.  So some kind of ship or a reflector to relay him to another point planetside.  I doubt, very much, the latter – he’s too fond of his own skin and that’s dangerous enough even the T.C. doesn’t do it23 … these things take a lot of power no matter what kind of power you’re talking about.  No Confederate ship has that much energy to spare, but I’d wager just about any Galfarran or Vortonian ship bigger than a pleasure yacht could manage, and he’s got a ship that’s plenty bigger.”
“Meaning he’s probably in hyperspace and long gone by now,” Dolvis finished for her.
“Or he could have taken another capsule back, or be stupid enough to use a reflector, and be in another room of this mansion,” Tech sighed.  “And if this means what I think it does, then the receiving capsule is either off or gone … it’s not responding to the init codes.”
Finally realising what had been bothering her, faintly, for the last several saenead since the fight had broken out and very much more so since it’d ended, Serena asked, “Shouldn’t we be worried about more guards?  This place is full of people, and there’s an alarm going off.”  Serena knew the Daggers weren’t renowned as sane people, but from the dozens she’d met Serena had always found that insanity to just be amusing quirkiness, like fighter pilots or artists, but now she was beginning to wonder.
“Oh, that?” Jordan said distractedly. “That’s not that kind of alarm.  It’s an evacuation alarm.  I made one of the labs think a bunch of nasty things it had in it were escaping.  I should probably shut it up; everyone’s probably left the building and without all the shooting it really is very annoying.”  With that he made a few quick motions on his computer which wrought silence then went back to the transmat controls.  “Nothing.  It thinks too line of sight.  Direction and power level are all it ever knows.” 
“Jordan … if you can control the alarms, why don’t you check the cam—” Serena began but was interrupted by Lyndsey returning to the room.
“Well?” she asked.  Serena saw that Marty was still in the hall with Ana.
“He’s gone,” Serena said.  “He was sent to … orbit.  The receiving capsule’s offline so even if any of us were inclined to trust one of those creepy tin boxes it’d do no good.  There’s nowhere to follow to.”  Serena, though born on Earth, had grown up on Sweytz and shared the attitude of most non-Terrans – and even some Terrans – that there was something distinctly unnatural about transmats.  At best they made people uncomfortable to think very hard about.  Others, like Ana and Vincent, Viktor’s brother … it horrified them.
Lyn swore in what Serena thought sounded like Norsk then said, “Fine, let’s get out of he—wait, Tech, did you check the cameras?”  Lyndsey knew that Tech could get a bit single-minded to the point of forgetting the bleeding obvious. 
“Yeah, Serena had just started to ask that when you came in.  That just tells us that many more places he’s not,” he said sadly.
Lyn swore again, this time it was definitely Norsk, and took a few moments to vent frustration by smashing up the transmat capsule.




Chapter 18
“Serena!  You’re alive!” Georgia squealed happily when Serena called her from the freighter as it lifted from the Lothiren ‘port.  She hesitated a moment then added, “You do remember me, right?” in a suspicious tone.
Serena blinked at her.  From Richie she wouldn’t have been surprised even if he’d greeted her with, ‘Oh, good, you haven’t been transmuted into a giant dung beetle in your sleep!’ again.  That boy read entirely too many comic books, but Georgia?  “What?!  Georgia, love, are you feeling all right?  I’ve hardly been gone long enough for Veronica to forget something.  Of course I remember you.”
“So the crazy scientist guy didn’t experiment on you?” she asked anxiously.
Still looking puzzled Serena said, “No, he wanted me to build a time machine.”
“Oh.  Cool!  Can you actually do that?” she asked in awe.
“Sort of, but … it’s complicated and your eyes would glaze over, and you’d change the subject.  Suffice to say I could, but it’d be nothing like the holos and not in a good way.”
“Oh.” She sounded more than a little disappointed, and Serena suspected she was looking forward to going on holiday to some bit of history she only knew from fairytales and legends. “Richie thought that Greenbriar guy was erasing your brain.  If he wanted a time machine you should have given him a clock filled with … what was that stuff Lyn blew up a building trying to open the door with?  Cylethine?” 
“I’m not surprised.  Richie would think things like that.  I wanted to build a bomb, darling, but that would hardly have fooled him.”
“Oh, pity.”
Serena rolled her eyes. “I love you my bloodthirsty darling.”
When they got to hyperspace Serena discovered the flying pile of scrap that had ambled along to her rescue didn’t have modern hypernet transceivers.  She couldn’t call anyone for the days they’d be travelling.
When they landed Georgia was in Serena’s arms so fast it looked like she’d simply materialised there.  After a long kiss she, still holding Serena, asked Lyndsey, “Where’s that ergi vitollik?  You promised to save me a piece.”
“Saved you the whole damned thing.  The coward ran away,” Lyn said in a mix of anger and disgust.  Lyndsey had issues with running from a fight unless it was unquestionably honourless suicide not to.
“Breld,” was all Georgia said, looking wilted.
“You all right, dear?” Serena asked her.
“I was looking forward to making him pay.”
“Thank you sweetheart, but you don’t have to.  I’m fine.  The worst thing he did was insist on wearing some kind of rancid cologne in the presence of anyone with a sense of smell, and he seemed incapable of knocking … it was probably supposed to look like some psychological thing, but I suspect he really just wanted to catch me undressed, and he had his personal chef make all of my food.  Which was, come to think of it, probably the worst part of all.”
“How was that any kind of hardship, let alone the worst one?” Georgia asked with a frown.
“I wouldn’t be surprised to learn Renata was the chef.”
Georgia stammered, incredulously, “Momma?!  Are you sure it was that bad?  I mean it isn’t possible the universe could contain two people that cook as badly as that.”  She sounded mildly frightened and like she was trying to comfort herself.
Serena conceded, “Maybe not quite as bad – that guy might not manage to give a Kivanian heartburn without trying – but it’s a close thing.”
Georgia continued to stare in disbelief, and Lyndsey stopped what she was doing and looked at Serena with an almost haunted expression.  “You never said he’d tortured you!” she said in shock. “Georgia, come on, hon.  We’re going hunting for twisted evil guy.”
Marty had walked up behind her and put a hand on her shoulder. “Lyn, no.  Serena doesn’t seem harmed by the experience.  And you’re forgetting: Ren’s cooking had improved slightly by the time Serena was even born.  She’s only ever heard of that sandwich that gave you nightmares.”
Looking disgruntled, Lyn said, “It was a really bad sandwich … and I was four!”  She sighed and said, “Fine, I guess you’re right … I guess she hasn’t made anything nearly so bad since a little after Sarah was born.  It still sounds like cruel torture, though.”
After Serena assured Lyn and Georgia she was fine, Lyn backed down, and Georgia stopped looking quite so stunned.  After that Marty and Lyn hugged the couple and left.
“We really need to get to the spaceport,” Serena said irritably.
“Why?” Georgia asked. “You just got back.”
“I’d like to get my ship back. I’ll need to get back to Jartorin and hope it hasn’t already been auctioned or something.”
“Oh!  Don’t worry.  Greenbriar did one nice thing … though come to think of it he might’ve just been trying to cover his tracks by making it look like you’d decided to stay … anyway, he held the dock for you so the ship wouldn’t flag as abandoned.  Then Darrien got it towed back to Sweytz for you.  I’ve no idea how he managed that since you’re the only owner and were kind of a captive and all, and I was a little afraid to ask.”
Serena relaxed. “Oh, well … that’s … wonderful.  I … he had it towed?!  From Jartorin?!  Never mind the how he got the dock released, but …”  Serena shook her head and decided it wasn’t worth trying to contemplate the depths of charity and kindness a man like Darrien might express.  He was the man who decided the best use of his time, talents, and substantial fortune was to start the Daggers, after all.
Smiling, she said, “So, let’s go to the spaceport anyway and get your surprise.”
“Ship got back ages ago,” Crystabel said as they walked up to the speeder where she’d been waiting.  She hugged and kissed Serena. “Georgia and I unloaded it for you.”
“Oh?”  Serena turned and asked Georgia sternly, “You’ve behaved yourself I hope?”
“Yep!” Georgia said proudly.  “I’ve not tried to open it once.”
“That’s true,” Crystabel confirmed with a smirk.  “It’s been at least thirty-seven times.”
“Hey!!”
And the pair of them were in a tickle fight the rest of the way home which Serena found herself part of only moments after she got the speeder started.  Setting the autodrive, she happily joined the game, glad to be home and gladder still to laugh merrily again.




Epilogue
“Hey, what’s up?” Jill asked when she saw Tech walk up.
“Oh, not much.  Want some really awesome intel on Anerix?” he asked looking smug.
“Wouldn’t say no to it, why?  What’d you do?” she asked with an amused smirk.  She knew Jordan liked to brag about his exploits; she found it kind of cute and charming.  She’d even thought of asking him out more than once but always talked herself out of it.  She maybe hadn’t had the worst luck with relationships, she had friends in far better contention for that title, but none of hers had gone, exactly, well either.
“Had full access to Janoke Greenbriar’s entire private system.  Turns out he works from home a lot.  Had a nice access level in some of the High Command’s systems … Had a bit of fun perusing the Chancellor’s personal files.  Anyway I put all the good stuff on these chits.  You want ‘em?”
“Sure,” Jill said looking, and genuinely feeling, quite impressed.  She held out a hand covered in the delicate curving lines of a corin’sha design that flowed up her arm and disappeared into her sleeve.  Jill smiled as she watched Tech’s eyes follow it and could almost hear his mind wondering at the part of the design that he knew would be under her clothes, which was, of course, the intent of the lines as the delicate patterns were the Mehndahli answer to lingerie.
He swallowed hard and blinked before regaining his smug and confidant attitude. “They’ll cost ya.”
Jill raised an eyebrow inquisitively. “Oh?”
“Yeah.  You gotta let me take you to dinner and to see that new Luke Starshine holo.”
“No deal.  The Luke Starshine holos have sucked since the fourth one.  Make it the Rishirin Chronicles, the food better be Arivellid, and I’d better like the kiss you’re going to come here and give me right now, though, and you might have yourself a deal.”
Tech pretended to consider her offer seriously before, with a wicked and somewhat triumphant grin, he said, “Sold!”
*****
The High Chancellor toyed with his goatee as he glared at Janoke.  “My dear Doctor … am I to understand that you have no explanation, whatsoever, about the dozen funerals, orders for an unusual array of toys (even for you), and why some of these other expenses seem … shall we say, somewhat creatively phrased.”
“I assure you my Lord, there was a random attack upon my mansion by some mercenaries hired by one of our enemies, no doubt to assassinate me.  As to the equipment, I needed it for some experiments with some high energy radiation.  Sadly, the equipment was destroyed in the mercenaries’ raid, and they wrecked my computers – the experiment is ruined and I’m now set back several years in many of my projects,” Janoke embellished smoothly.
“As for the expenses … I don’t know what you mean ‘creative’.  They’re all perfectly clear, and if you had more intelligent and literate accountants they wouldn’t levy these unfounded accusations against me,” he added as he put on an air of offended dignity while he carefully reviewed in his mind just how it was he’d noted the expenses from trying to capture that girl and for some of the equipment he’d had to creatively request when he couldn’t think of a good excuse to need it.
The Chancellor’s expression flickered for a moment, so quickly Janoke wondered if he’d imagined it and wondered still at what it portended if he hadn’t since it had looked somewhat amused.  The High Chancellor nodded solemnly. “Very well, Doctor.  I’m grieved for the setbacks in your work.  Perhaps some of those new recruits to Tobias can be borrowed into your employ to speed your recovery.  I’ll also assign you some additional guards and assistants.  You may go.”
Janoke turned to leave and, as he strode from the room, knew that he would be watched.  The Chancellor was, perhaps, not such the fool he acted.  Janoke would have to tread carefully and, to cover any tracks, act swiftly.  His life was about to get unpleasant.
Revenging myself on those damned Daggers and that prissy nuisance will have to wait, he thought with a sigh.  One day through I will find a way to strike back … and when I do I will finally get what I want from you my dear Professor.  He smiled as he walked through the sumptuously decorated halls, contemplating his vengeance.




1 Larexts are a small, furred, tree dwelling creature native to Anerix that is not unlike the monkeys of Earth. 
 

2 Nulaire (pl), Nulair (sing.):  The largest common unit of time in Galfarran.  Its duration is very close to the old, Pre-Confederate hours.
 

3 Verlot is the lowest rank in most militaries on Galfarran speaking worlds..
 

4 Sulid (pl Sulida) – a Galfarran time unit equal to roughly one quarter of a korva. Serena is referring to the Sweytzian sulid which is seven days.
 

5 The Solani are a minor nature spirit in the popular folklore of many Galfarran cultures. They are sometimes also called snow fairies.  On Winter Fest morning children on many Galfarran worlds wake to find the Solani have left them little baskets or flowers filled with special candies or fruits.
 

6 A curious galactic footnote: while Earth is, in so far as can be determined, the planet of origin for both chocolate and coffee, both foods are found and grown on nearly a million worlds in each of the three major galaxies and are known to have been collected by various traders throughout Earth’s history and were often what were sought by the alien visitors that dot that world’s pre-interstellar history with ‘UFO sightings’ when such things weren’t simply the result of insanity or psychotropics.
 

7 Korva (sing.) Korvare (pl.) A Galfarran term for one twelfth of a planet’s year with loose conventions for how to handle days that might be left over.
 

8 Assistant or deputy Taredĵo, which in turn has no proper translation. Taredĵo is a little used Galfarran title for a person who wields exclusive, or nearly so, executive and judicial power. Few planets use such a system due to inherent difficulties preventing corruption into a police state or dictatorship.
 

9 Saenead (pl), Saen (sing.):  A common unit of time in Galfarran.  Its duration is very close to the old, Pre-Confederate, minutes.
 

10 Fargrin (pl) Fargri (sing.) A Galfarran unit of mass/weight roughly equal to 4.2 grams.
 

11 “Standard Year” means a great many things based on where in the universe you’re standing and what language is being spoken.  In this instance a Galfarran Standard Year is meant which is a calendar used exclusively for interplanetary trade and politics among the Galfarran Union member worlds, and many other worlds in close contact with them, and consists of 600 days each 30 nulaire long.
 

12 Mithoska is a high ranking officer in most Galfarran militaries.
 

13 It ought to be noted that Greenbriar’s statement would have been dangerously offensive had any sentient avian species been present, and scandalously poor manners among nearly anyone else.  Customary etiquette reserves ‘race’ to exclusively refer to sentient beings and ‘species’ for speaking as general taxonomic categorisation.  To use a word like piscine, primate, avian, etc. with ‘race’ is to imply that the race is unevolved and/or uncivilised, even unintelligent.  Oddly he could have said ‘people’ and still been polite; showing that one thing that is universal is that etiquette need not make perfect sense. 
 

14 Maldri (pl. and sing.) A Galfarran unit of distance approximately equal to 2 km
 

15 Few Galfarrans use the word for ‘grave’ as the most common practice in that galaxy, and areas settled by its descendants, is to burn the deceased on a funeral pyre.
 

16 Many Galfarran and Galfarran influenced universities offer three levels of degree.  The first represents extensive knowledge of the subject, the second, demonstration of some new interpretation of an aspect the subject, and the third a significant, brand new, contribution to the subject.  Serena, by inventing a whole new branch of mathematics and physics, had skipped the first two levels and been granted the third, Professorship being the usually accepted translation due to it usually going hand in hand with becoming an instructor in the field.
 

17 Traditional Mehndahli formal ‘wear’ among all four of their genders which involves wearing nothing but an ornate, painted design, often from nature in the form of vines and/or flowers, or designs of intricate curving lines, accompanied by jewellery.  Its beauty and elegance has made it popular on Sweytz and various other worlds.
 

18 Varĵé (pl. and sing.): a Galfarran unit of measure approximately equal to 7.8 cm
 

19 ‘Terran’ refers to all humans of Earth descent regardless of planet of origin.  For a person actually from Earth, ‘Earther’ is the typical term.
 

20 Use of Human vs. human is the accepted means of translation due to Galfarrans never using words like humanoid due to it being seen as terribly rude at best and grossly racist at worst.  Instead of humanoid (or ursoid, canoid, felinoid, etc.) one uses a diminutive form of an example race.  A Human, therefore, would use human to mean all species that closely resemble Humans. A Mugdarran would use mugdarran, and so forth.  It is considered more polite to always choose your own race when applicable, when not then the first to come to mind is acceptable.
 

21 A derogatory word for a woman lacking in class, good taste, or both in their behaviour, dress, etc.
 

22 A person from Earth’s moon, Luna.  Loonies prefer the term ‘Lunan’ or ‘Lunar’, but they’re about the only ones who ever use those.
 

23 It should be noted that the Terran Confederation is seen by some parts of the tri-galaxies as being very lax in their ideas regarding safety due to their willingness to use both transmats and warp.  The former is seen as fine, when it works, but having no such thing as an accident that can be walked away from unharmed or even relatively so, most races that invent that kind of technology are prone to abandon it quickly.  Warp is less imminently dangerous, but as something where most things that go wrong result in an explosion that could sink a continent, it’s a technology largely avoided by most races.
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