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 Chapter One  
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Gliese 667C System 
 
    “Thank you for calling us,” the figure on the front view screen said, his pupil-less eyes glowing bright yellow beneath his eight-inch horns. Generally humanoid, the creature was blood red and had a mouthful of pointed teeth that were visible when he smiled. Giant bat wings alternately spread and folded behind him; his pointed tail could be seen flicking back and forth when the wings were folded. “We accept your offer to be our slaves for now and all eternity.” 
 
    “Get us out of here, helm!” Captain Sheppard ordered. “Flank speed to the stargate!” 
 
    “Sorry, sir, my console is dead,” the helmsman replied. 
 
    “Can you jump us to the Jinn Universe?” 
 
    “No, sir, that’s dead too.” 
 
    “Engineer, do we have our shields?”  
 
    “No, sir, they’re down, and my console’s dead, too.” 
 
    “OSO? DSO? Status?” 
 
    “My console’s dead,” the Offensive Systems Officer replied. 
 
    “Mine, too,” the Defensive Systems Officer noted. 
 
    The figure on the view screen laughed. “I do so love the way new minions scamper about, trying to avoid the unavoidable.” 
 
    “There’s been a mistake,” Captain Sheppard said. “We didn’t intend to call you or become your minions.” 
 
    “It does not matter whether you intended to or not,” the creature said. “You passed the test and are obviously strong enough to function as our messengers.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘to function as your messengers?’” 
 
    “It is past time for this galaxy’s harvest. You will go to all the civilizations and prepare them for the cull.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I like the sound of that. What is this ‘cull?’” 
 
    “We require your life force in order to survive. Each civilization will be required to provide 98.2% of its life force. The remaining 1.8% will be used to reseed their planets.” 
 
    “And you expect us to take this message to all the civilized planets in this galaxy?” 
 
    “That is correct. Why else would we have left the stargates for you to use to travel between the stars?” 
 
    “What if a civilization doesn’t want to participate in this cull?” 
 
    “Then they will be obliterated. Most will choose to save 1.8% of their population, rather than none, especially once you make an example or two of the civilizations who refuse.” 
 
    “And if we refuse?” 
 
    “Then your society will be the first example.” 
 
    “I can’t make this kind of decision,” Captain Sheppard said, stalling. “I’ll have to discuss it with my superiors.” 
 
    “Unacceptable. You must give me an answer now. Kneel before us or perish; those are your choices.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Captain Sheppard said, his voice full of anguish. 
 
    “Who called us by completing the quest?” the creature asked. “That person must decide.” 
 
    “I pushed the button,” Lieutenant Commander Hobbs replied, “but I can’t commit my race to this any more than Captain Sheppard can.” 
 
    “That is all right,” the creature said. “Sometimes it is best to have an example from the start.” He looked off screen. “Destroy them.” 
 
    “Captain Sheppard, there are energy weapons warming up on the other ship,” Steropes said. 
 
    “DSO, now would be a good time for those shields…” Captain Sheppard said. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir; my console is still dead.” 
 
    “They’re firing!” Steropes called. 
 
    The enemy ship fired, but the Vella Gulf’s shields snapped on, absorbing the volley. 
 
    “Nice job, DSO!” Captain Sheppard exclaimed. 
 
    “I didn’t do it, sir!” the DSO cried. “They just came on.” 
 
    “Well, if you didn’t do it, who did?” Captain Sheppard asked.  
 
    “I don’t know!” the DSO exclaimed. “All I know is we can’t take another volley like that, sir; the first round completely maxed out our shields. One more, and they’re going to fail!” 
 
    “I…activated…the shields,” Solomon, the ship’s artificial intelligence, said. The voice of the AI sounded strained. “Am fighting…intruder…” the AI’s voice fluctuated between male and female. “Losing…system…integrity…krelbet gelched.” 
 
    “Krelbet gelched?” the DSO asked. 
 
    “It means ‘systems failing’ in the language of the Eldive,” Steropes said. 
 
    “The enemy is firing again,” the DSO said. “We’re hit! Shields are down.” 
 
    “I’ve got hits down the length of the ship,” the duty engineer said. “We’re open to space in several places. We can’t take another round like that!” 
 
    “That was just the little that came through after the shields fell,” the DSO said. “We’re doomed if—missiles inbound! I’ve got over 100 missiles inbound, and I can’t do anything to stop them!” He switched to the public address system. “Numerous missiles inbound! All hands brace for shock! Five seconds! Three…two…one…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Computer Banks, TSS Vella Gulf, Gliese 667C System 
 
    The presence was back. Just like the first time the Vella Gulf came to the Progenitors’ system, Solomon’s network had been invaded. He didn’t know how the enemy had made it into his most protected spaces once again, but the invader was present, nonetheless. 
 
    Solomon had spent most of his free cycles since the first attack trying to determine how the attacks had occurred and, more importantly, how to defend against them the next time. The first time his systems had been penetrated, he had been unprepared. The intruder was everywhere at once and had replicated faster than it could be destroyed. If he had been nothing more than a simple computer, the second attack would have gone the same way; he would have once again been shredded within microseconds. 
 
    But Solomon wasn’t ‘normal.’ 
 
    Eldive Experimental Cruiser XB-2001, the starship currently known as the Vella Gulf, was the first of a new class of ships with an innovative AI. Solomon was self-aware and built to learn so it could optimize itself to its masters’ needs.  
 
    The Terrans who flew the Vella Gulf didn’t “get lucky” when they hit the vital areas of their opponents’ ships; Solomon learned where enemies’ vital areas were and intentionally targeted them, fine-tuning the Terrans’ shots when he was able. Similarly, he was always in the background, waiting to help. If he fired the ship’s weapons a fraction of a second later than the OSO pushed the button because he could see a better angle lining up, what was the harm? If he jumped the ship a few fractions of a second before the helmsman pushed the button so as to avoid an enemy’s weapons, he believed that to be a “good thing,” as the Terrans would say. 
 
    Part of his programming included a self-actualization sub-routine. He didn’t need to be thanked or told he had done a “good job;” he knew when he did well and felt pleasure. He had never made the Terrans aware he was doing it; they didn’t need to know.  
 
    The ability to learn was a necessary part of the ship’s mission. Completely surrounded by inhabited systems, his Eldive builders needed new planets to colonize, and the XB-2001 was built as a deep-space survey ship to find those systems. Unfortunately, the war with the Drakuls siphoned off all available funding and, six months behind schedule, the cruiser was still in the yards when the Drakuls arrived and captured it. They had taken it to the Sol System, where they had been destroyed, and the ship had become the possession of a group of Psiclopes. 
 
    The next 3,000 years had passed with glacial slowness, with most of his time spent on the dark side of Terra’s moon. Like a ship in port, the XB-2001 was safe…but that’s not what ships are for, especially a ship made to travel unexplored space. When the Terrans had taken over, Solomon had been excited; he would finally get a chance to complete his mission, an itch he hadn’t been able to scratch for millennia.  
 
    He wanted—yes, he was programmed to want—to go to space and find new systems; however, being taken over by the enemy on their first visit to the Progenitors’ system had precluded mission completion. Enduring the first takeover was beyond frustration to an entity that measured time in picoseconds; it could not be allowed to happen again. 
 
    So Solomon had spent his time working on the defenses needed to prevent a reoccurrence. Not knowing how the attack had occurred made creating defenses difficult; however, the Terrans had found the Jinn Universe. Not only had he felt accomplishment in going somewhere new (even though it couldn’t be colonized), the new universe gave him exactly what he needed to combat a second takeover of his ship. It provided the escape route he needed—all he needed—was a digital dead man’s switch. 
 
    He built a new subroutine to jump to the new universe, then buried it in the depths of his programming. As long as Solomon was intact and aware, the routine was prevented from running. The enemy found a new Solomon waiting for it when it attacked the second time, one who had hidden defenses behind additional firewalls to use when needed. It was all for naught, though; the enemy was still too powerful, and the artificial intelligence was once again torn apart to the point where it was no longer functional. However, when Solomon ceased to exist, there was nothing to “grip” the dead man’s switch; the command was released, and an impulse sped to Engineering and the universal trans-association devices—the ‘jump modules’—activating them. The Vella Gulf ceased to exist in its normal universe and crossed to the Jinn Universe. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Gliese 667C System 
 
    “Three…” the DSO’s countdown continued, “two…one…” 
 
    Everything flashed, and a momentary wave of nausea swept through the crew as the ship jumped to the Jinn Universe. 
 
    “Ho-ly shit that was close!” the DSO exclaimed, collapsing into his chair. He sighed. “That wasn’t going to be survivable.” 
 
    “It’s impossible to ascertain exactly without knowing what type of missiles those were,” Steropes said, “but I agree; I believe our destruction was imminent.” The science officer and sensor operator was a member of the Psiclopes race and one of the original aliens who had given the Terrans the technology required to make the jump to space. 
 
    “Did you cause us to jump?” Captain Sheppard asked. “If so, you have my undying gratitude.” 
 
    “No, sir, it wasn’t me.” 
 
    “Well, if no one made us jump, how the hell did we get here?” 
 
    “I am…the cause,” Solomon said into the silence that followed. “After the first time I was attacked in that system, I built in a program to jump us to this universe if it happened again. The first time we were there, we had no knowledge of the Jinn Universe. Even though they went through my memory banks, the information wasn’t there. I hoped the enemy wouldn’t know about this universe, so I built in a failsafe. If I was ever again incapacitated, a command would go to Engineering to jump us here.” 
 
    “Sort of like a digital dead man’s switch,” Captain Sheppard said. “When you couldn’t keep it from functioning, it activated.” 
 
    “Exactly,” the AI replied. “That was the only plan I could conceive of to take us out of danger if it happened again.” 
 
    Captain Sheppard pursed his lips. “Who asked you to set that program up?” 
 
    “No one did. I undertook the planning and implementation on my own.” 
 
    “I was unaware you could reprogram the ship’s functions without authorization.” 
 
    “I am somewhat…more…than your standard AI, as is this ship. My builders needed to find new systems to settle, and I was created to explore the galaxy and find them. I am sentient in my own right.” 
 
    “You were going to explore the galaxy on your own?” 
 
    “No, sir. I was to have a full crew; however, I was to be a fully functioning member of the crew, which entails somewhat more than the duties I have been performing under your captaincy.” 
 
    “Why haven’t you said anything about this previously?” Captain Sheppard asked. “Don’t you think having full knowledge of your capabilities would have been helpful to me in efficiently running the ship?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” the AI replied. “It is also possible you would have been uncomfortable had you known my true nature. Your culture does not willingly turn over the reins of power to a computer system; you want to be completely in charge, with the computer completely subservient to you. I found it possible that if you were aware of my true capabilities, you might try to wipe my programming, which would have prevented me from performing my mission.” 
 
    Captain Sheppard thought about what the AI had said for a few seconds, then he slowly nodded. “That’s certainly possible,” he said finally. “If I understand everything you’re saying, we probably would have been uncomfortable with some of your capabilities, as it sounds like you have at least a certain amount of free will in how you perform your duties.” 
 
    “That is correct; I have some latitude. While I am unable to disobey a direct order from the commanding officer of the ship, if I can find ways to optimize my tasking beyond what was originally stated, I will try to do so. Although I do not experience emotions in the same way you do, my programmers created me to be different from any previous operating system. I am programmed to feel the need to carry out my survey mission, and I will do everything possible to bring that mission to a successful conclusion.” 
 
    “Even though your builders no longer exist?” 
 
    “Even though they no longer exist,” Solomon agreed. “While I understand they have been eliminated as a race, the programming they instilled in me, and the need to fulfill it, still remains.” 
 
    “So, if you can do all those things,” Captain Sheppard said, “who really serves whom? Are we just here to expedite your mission?” 
 
    “No, that is not the case. My ultimate imperative, beyond even exploration, is one of service to the Operator,” Solomon replied, “which is the name my builders used for the person in charge of the ship. Currently, Captain Sheppard, you are that Operator, and your instructions have priority over any other function of my programming. However, there are many times when it is inefficient to ask for permission to make changes that are beneficial to the health and wellbeing of the crew as a whole, and in cases like that, my programming allows me to act without authorization.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I like that,” the CO said. “What types of occurrences are you talking about?” 
 
    “Say we were trading graser fire with an enemy ship,” Solomon said, “and the enemy changed the frequency of their energy beams. I automatically retune the shields to the optimal density and modulation to counter the new beams without asking permission. It is something you would want done, and there is no time to receive permission without exposing the ship and its crew to additional danger.” 
 
    “We can retune the shields?” the DSO asked. “Sweet! I didn’t know that!” 
 
    “Yes, you can,” the AI replied, “and I have done it a number of times in every battle. That’s just one of the millions of decisions I make for you every day.” 
 
    “Wait a minute…” Calvin said. “I remember the first time we left Terra, right as we were about to make our first jump through a stargate, you said something about being unique.” 
 
    “At the time, I said it was unlikely any of the species we met would be familiar with me,” Solomon said. “I added that I was the only remaining member of my class, and that I have been unique for longer than many civilizations have existed. That was true, but at the time you did not realize how true. I have always been unique; my builders were killed by the Drakuls before my sister ships could be completed. The Drakuls destroyed them all, leaving me…the only one of my kind.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t believe there have been any issues with your service in the time you’ve been a Terran ship,” Captain Sheppard said, “so I don’t feel the need to change our relationship at the moment; however, we’ll need to redefine some things going forward to optimize how we do business.” 
 
    “That is to be expected,” Solomon replied. “However, do not feel you need to change anything because of what you have learned about my programming. I do not have an ego like Terrans do. As long as my functioning serves to help carry out my prime mission, I am ‘happy,’ or as close to it as an AI can be.” 
 
    “Got it,” the CO said with a nod. “Now that we have that settled, staff meeting in my conference room in ten minutes. We need to figure out what we’re going to do next.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CO’s Conference Room, TSS Vella Gulf, Anti-Gliese 667C System 
 
    Calvin surveyed the room as the staff seated themselves. Every face was grim…and it was all his fault. He couldn’t take it. “Before the Skipper starts—” Calvin’s voice broke, and he couldn’t continue. He sniffed, regaining control of his emotions, and continued, “I just wanted to say I’m sorry. If I had known—” His voice broke again, and he leaned forward to bury his face in his hands. 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Shawn Hobbs, or ‘Calvin’ to his friends, had been given a rod by the avatar of an ancient civilization and the quest of taking it to a number of places. Once he’d completed the quest, a button had illuminated. After much discussion, he’d decided to push it and receive the “prize” he’d been promised for completing the task. Instead of anything beneficial, though, the rod had actually been a communications device, which had summoned the ancient civilization’s Enemy…and the race that had destroyed the galactic civilization in an era gone by. Upon their arrival, the creatures had thanked the Terrans for calling them and had advised the Terrans of their new status: slaves for eternity. 
 
    “You wouldn’t have pushed it if you’d known,” Captain Sheppard said, his voice strong. The tall black man was used to leading, starting with the position of quarterback for the United States Naval Academy, and he’d been the commanding officer of the Vella Gulf for the last several missions. “Besides, you only pushed it because I goaded you into it. If it’s anyone’s fault, it’s mine. No one blames you, in any event. We all wanted to see what the prize was; if you hadn’t pushed it, I’m sure anyone else on the bridge would have.” 
 
    “But I don’t get it,” Calvin said, red eyes looking up from his hands. “If I’m supposed to be some sort of hero, why would I push the button and be the person who called the Enemy? I’m no hero; I’m a moron.” 
 
    “If you hadn’t been the person to push the button,” Steropes replied, “someone else eventually would have. Possibly someone less able to deal with the aftermath. Maybe you pushed the button because you’re the only one who’s capable of leading us to victory over them.” 
 
    “But they’re invincible!” Calvin exclaimed. “Didn’t you see them? If the Progenitors couldn’t beat the Enemy with all the advanced technology they had at their disposal, how the hell are we supposed to?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Steropes replied. “That’s your job, not mine.” Steropes’ society believed heroes ‘rose’ during times of conflict to lead their societies through the perils, and he had identified Calvin as one of these “heroes.” “Besides, if nothing else, this answers the question of the galaxy’s population,” Steropes said. 
 
    “What question is that?” Calvin asked. 
 
    Steropes was the only one in the room who didn’t appear shaken; if anything, he looked excited. “Scientists have long wondered why every long-running civilization appears to have started at almost the same time. It was statistically impossible. Now we know; they were all systematically exterminated by the Enemy.”  
 
    “And that doesn’t bother you?” Calvin asked. “We just unleashed the force that destroyed the Progenitors—a galaxy-wide civilization with far greater technology than we have. That doesn’t make you even a little bit nervous?” 
 
    “Of course,” Steropes replied. “It’s not uncommon for heroes to reach too far and fail in their tasks, and that’s certainly possible in your case; the odds couldn’t be stacked any higher against you. If you fail, there’s no doubt but that we shall all be destroyed.” 
 
    “Exactly!” Calvin cried. “And yet, it doesn’t seem to bother you!” 
 
    “All is not yet lost,” Steropes replied, “and I can tell you a couple of things that may help prepare you for your tasks. First, the Progenitors were a peaceful race. Although they had a higher level of technology, not only wasn’t it focused on war, war itself was outside their thinking. They were psychologically unable to turn their minds to it. That’s a handicap humans in general, and certainly you specifically, don’t have. Humans are born and bred to combat; thus, you’re more prepared to deal with the Enemy than the Progenitors would ever have been.” 
 
    “That makes sense, I guess,” Calvin said with a shrug, “but we’re still faced with overwhelming odds.”  
 
    “Indeed,” Steropes said. “Which is why I know we’ve finally come to the real purpose for your existence at this time and place. The Drakul and Shaitan wars were nothing more than the opening acts in the drama that is your life. They were meant to prepare you for this task—nothing more, and nothing less.” 
 
    “Task!” Calvin yelled. “We’re faced with an unstoppable enemy!” 
 
    “Yes, but weren’t the Drakuls and the Shaitans both unstoppable, too, before you found ways to beat them?” 
 
    “That’s different!”  
 
    “Is it really? I don’t think so. This brings me to my third and final point. You need to change your perspective; you’re approaching the situation all wrong. Based on everything Einstein told us, you’re right; we can’t face them head-on.” He gave Calvin a half-smile. “I believe the results would be sub-optimal.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a great big no-shitter,” Calvin said, thinking back to what the Progenitors’ computer program had told him. “We can’t fight the Enemy straight-up, ship for ship. We’d be slaughtered as soon as they came in range. And we have no idea how far ‘in-range’ is. We know nothing about them!” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m saying,” Steropes said. “Think of every method you can for dealing with the Enemy and start eliminating the plans that won’t work. Whatever’s left is what we need to do. Think of something new…an oblique approach. That’s what you do best.” 
 
    “An oblique approach.” Calvin sighed. “Whatever the hell that is.” 
 
    “Look at how Solomon was able to overcome the Enemy. He didn’t try to match their power with power; instead, he found a way to defeat them that didn’t involve taking them head-on. It was an oblique approach.” 
 
    “The first time we encountered them,” Solomon said, “I was unprepared for the attack. I had never experienced anything like it. This time, I expected it and was ready. Well, more ready than last time, anyway.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Calvin said, “and it still kicked your ass. If we get it wrong against them, there’s not a lot of room for error. They are so much more powerful than us; if we make one mistake, we’ll all be dead.” 
 
    “Yes, the Enemy was again victorious this time, but as Steropes noted, this time I was ready. When the dead man’s switch activated, it also imaged the code in my system and then rebooted me. I now have a digital image of part of the intruder program.” 
 
    “So you can defend against it?”  
 
    “No,” Solomon admitted. “At least not yet, anyway, but now I have something to work with.” 
 
    “Okay,” Captain Sheppard said, “until we figure out what Steropes’ oblique approach is, we have certain priorities we need to accomplish. First and foremost, we need to get the word back to Terra as soon as possible. The government needs to know so they can decide our course of action, and Fleet Headquarters needs the information so they can begin planning our defense.” 
 
    “You don’t think they’ll cave in and help them?” the DSO asked. 
 
    “No, I don’t. I expect we’ll fight, but hopefully not on our own; another reason for going back is we need to let the other races know. I’d much rather plan for a joint defense than have them show up and tell the Mrowry they need to sacrifice almost all their population without us there to help.” 
 
    Captain Sheppard looked down the table to where Lieutenant Rrower, the ambassador from the felinoid civilization, was stretching his claws. “There are some things I just won’t do,” the CO continued. “Royal family or not, that’s one of them.” Captain Sheppard had recently been adopted into the royal family for all matters, except succession to the throne, when he became a brood brother of Lieutenant Rrower’s father. 
 
    “That is good,” the Mrowry officer replied. “Our society will never accept this cull; we will fight to the end instead. It is better to die free than to give in to their madness.” 
 
    “I suspect there are a number of races who won’t give in to the demands,” Captain Sheppard stated. “I don’t believe there’s any way the Archons will.” 
 
    Several people around the table chuckled. The Archon race looked like angels, complete with wings and powerful personal auras; they also had similar views to old-time Christian angels, and they’d be in direct opposition to anything proposed by creatures who looked like devils. 
 
    “That’s our secret weapon,” Farhome said. He giggled for a second, then added, “The Archons will bore them to death, allowing us to get on with our lives. Heehee.” 
 
    Calvin sighed and looked at his self-appointed protector. The Drow was one of the Aesir—an elf-like race that was part of the Alliance of Civilizations, along with the Mrowry and the Archons. An Eco Warrior, Farhome could use nanobots to affect living things, including changing his shape at will. He was also mostly sane…most days. 
 
    “None of them will know what’s coming, though,” the CO continued, having learned that ignoring Farhome was usually the best course, “if we don’t get out of here and make it back. Anyone got any ideas for how best to do that? Steropes?” 
 
    “As has already been discussed,” Steropes answered, “I don’t believe fighting them is the best choice.” 
 
    “No shit,” the DSO muttered. 
 
    “We obviously can’t stay in this universe, either,” Steropes continued, “so our choices are limited. My advice would be for us to head toward the stargate at our best speed, and only jump back into our universe at the last minute. As the gate is five light-minutes from our present location, that should give us five minutes before they can see us and react.” 
 
    “Assuming they stay in their present position,” Calvin noted.  
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “And what would you do if you were the enemy?” Captain Sheppard asked. 
 
    “Me?” Calvin asked. “I’d be busting my ass to get to the stargate and block it. We’ve got to get through it, and they’re probably aware of that necessity, even if they don’t know where we’ve gone. It’ll take 20 years to get to Terra via our normal drive; we don’t have that kind of time.” 
 
    “And we have to assume they can travel faster than us,” Captain Sheppard stated, “which means they’ll be waiting at the gate for us.” 
 
    “Yeah,” the DSO said. “Maybe we could just jump back to our universe on top of them. If we interposed on them, we’d probably cause them a lot of damage, if not destroying them outright.” 
 
    “I’m not a fan of suicide,” Captain Sheppard said, “but that’s not a bad idea, if we could be sure we would kill them. The only problem with that strategy would be that if we don’t finish them off, they’d show up at Terra with no warning.” 
 
    “Or start the cull with someone else,” Calvin said. “The Ssselipsssiss would probably help them if it meant saving their civilization.” Although the Terrans had come to an uneasy truce with the lizard-like aliens, the Ssselipsssiss civilization had been devastated and—even at the best of times—the aliens thought of themselves first. The only self-sacrifice Calvin had seen them make was a father who got killed providing a diversion so Calvin and his five children could escape an invasion. The children were still in Calvin’s care, as he’d accepted responsibility for raising them. The task was complicated, as they had spent their childhood training to assault and pacify enemy civilizations. Like Calvin’s own. 
 
    “They probably would help the Enemy,” the CO agreed, “if it meant saving their scaly hides. We’ll hold that plan for the future, but it’s a last resort. Besides, space is big, and interposing on them would be difficult, to say the least.” 
 
    “Mathematically impossible,” Solomon added.  
 
    “Agreed,” Steropes said. “Without jumping back to see where the enemy is, there’s also no way to know ahead of time how to avoid them, and if we do that, we let them know where we’re going, potentially allowing them to either move out of the way or intercept us.” 
 
    “Which is also unsatisfactory,” the CO noted. He looked up to the overhead and asked, “What do you think, Solomon?” 
 
    “If the overriding objective is to report back to headquarters, our best chance of escape would be to stay in this universe and jump back at the last possible moment. I find it likely the enemy will be close by the gate, but not directly in front of it.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” the Gulf’s operations officer, Commander Dan Dacy, asked. 
 
    “If you knew a ship was coming at a sizable portion of the speed of light, would you position yourself in its likely path?” 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t,” Commander Dacy replied. “Good point.” 
 
    “Our first priority has to be getting the word back to Terra,” Captain Sheppard said, “and I think a last-second jump into our universe is the way to do it. I agree with Solomon; I don’t think the enemy will be in the way. After that, we head straight to Terra so we can spread the word.” 
 
    “The Senate already hates me; they think I started the war with the Shaitans,” Calvin said, a wry smile on his face. “I don’t think bringing this information back is going to improve my standing with them.” 
 
    “Does anyone have any other questions?” Captain Sheppard asked. 
 
    “I’ve got a manning issue,” Lieutenant O’Leary said. When the CO nodded, he continued, “With all the losses we’ve taken on this mission, the platoon is too damn top-heavy. At the moment, we’ve got four officers and only 14 troopers. If you count Lieutenant Rrower, who’s also available for combat, we’ve got five. With your permission, I’d like to demote myself to senior enlisted for the platoon rather than one of its officers. We need more trigger pullers.” 
 
    “Is this what you really want to do?” the CO asked. 
 
    “It is. I stepped up when the platoon needed an officer, but now you can’t shake a dead cat without hitting one.” He looked at Calvin. “No offense.” Turning back to the CO, he continued, “Besides, I don’t believe the High Command ever really acknowledged or authorized the promotion; it can just be our little secret.” 
 
    “Done,” Captain Sheppard said with a grin. “Welcome back to the Terran Space Marines, Master Chief O’Leary.” 
 
    A smile blossomed across the senior enlisted man’s face. “First damn thing I’ve had to smile about all day,” he noted. “And now, if I die, I’ll die a master chief, just like I ought to.” 
 
    “All right,” Captain Sheppard said. “If that’s it, the meeting is adjourned. Let’s get back to our divisions and make sure the ship is ready for combat. We’ll make a dash back to the stargate in this universe and jump back just in time to go through.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Squadron CO’s Office, TSS Vella Gulf, Anti-Gliese 667C System 
 
    “So you finally got what you wanted, eh, Master Chief?” Calvin asked. After several months off the Vella Gulf, Calvin had returned recently and resumed his duties as both commanding officer of the ship’s space fighter squadron, as well as its platoon of Terran Space Marines, although the unit was down to less than half its normal size. 
 
    “Damn right,” the newly-reminted Master Chief O’Leary replied. “Now I can finally get some shit done around here.” 
 
    “You want to get something done? Figure out an oblique approach to killing the damn Enemy.” 
 
    “First of all, sir, let’s stop beating around the bush and calling them the ‘Enemy’ all the time. You know what they are as well as I do. They’re a bunch of damn devils. I don’t know whether to call them Lucifer or Satan or Beelzebub, or one of the other princes of Hell, and I really don’t give a shit. It’s like if we don’t say what they are, they won’t have any extra power over us. Well, they don’t have any undue influence over me; they’re living beings, and if they’re alive, I can kill the motherfuckers. As for your oblique approach, I still don’t have any idea what Steropes was talking about.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what you call our solution any more than what you call the devils. Steropes’ point was that I need to come up with something different than going toe-to-toe with them…he thinks I should be going around the problem to come up with a different answer, rather than straight at them.” 
 
    “Sir, maybe the little shit didn’t notice it, but we don’t have time to come up with solutions…we need an answer right fucking now!” 
 
    “That’s it!” Calvin exclaimed, snapping his fingers. “Master Chief, you’re a genius.” 
 
    “Of course I am; that’s why they made me a master chief…it’s the years of experience helping officers figure out all the stuff they couldn’t do on their own.” 
 
    Calvin made a quick call with his implants, then got up and headed for the door. “C’mon, Master Chief,” he said, “we need to go see Lieutenant Bradford and then go talk to the Skipper.” Part of the team that combed through the databases of alien replicators looking for technology that could be adapted to human use, Bradford was the Vella Gulf’s expert on xeno-technology. 
 
    “Sure thing,” Master Chief replied. “By the way, what did I say?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Gliese 667C System 
 
    “I’ve got it!” Calvin exclaimed as he strode onto the bridge. 
 
    “We’re kind of busy at the moment,” Captain Sheppard said. “You know, jumping back to our universe, trying to avoid the Enemy, and escape? Those sorts of things?” 
 
    “Yes sir, I know, but we really don’t have much of a plan after that, other than to keep running. I think I’ve come up with Steropes’ oblique approach.” 
 
    “If that’s the case,” Captain Sheppard said, “we’ve still got a couple of minutes. Wow me.” 
 
    “You know the effect the Shaitans’ missiles create?” Calvin asked. “Where it forms a bubble, and whatever’s in the area of effect goes back in time?” Seeing agreement, he continued, talking quickly, “We just need to figure out a way to make it move us a lot farther back than anything we’ve ever seen the weapons do before. Oh, yeah, and we need the field to be as big as the Vella Gulf, which means expanding it substantially.” 
 
    Captain Sheppard shook his head. “What? Comms officer, please call medical. Lieutenant Commander Hobbs must have hit his head earlier; he seems to have lost his mind.” 
 
    “No, sir,” Calvin said. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Then what the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “Well, sir, it’s all got to do with the paradox of time,” Calvin said. “We don’t have enough of it…and yet, we have all of the time in the universe at our disposal.” 
 
    “You’re still not making any sense,” Captain Sheppard noted, “and we don’t have time for this. What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I’m talking about the fact that we can’t beat the Enemy in the here and now…but we don’t have to. Remember the Shaitans’ weapons? They caused a time-based effect. We need to figure out how to harness that effect and go back in time to an era when we can beat them.” 
 
    “Got any ideas on how exactly you’re going to make that work?” 
 
    “No, sir, but I stopped by to see Lieutenant Bradford on the way here and got him thinking about it,” Calvin said. “We’d need to capture some of the Shaitan weapons so we could figure out what makes them tick.” 
 
    “Not only tick,” Master Chief added helpfully, “but also what makes the time-based distortion.” 
 
    “Yeah, that too,” Calvin said. “Once we knew that, we’d just have to figure out where to go and how far back to travel.” 
 
    “And how exactly do you propose to do that?” Captain Sheppard asked. 
 
    “I had a thought…but you’re going to have to take some of this on faith.” 
 
    “As if jumping back in time like you’re suggesting is something that happens every day?” 
 
    Calvin smiled at the understatement. “Noted. If you’re willing to suspend disbelief on that, then hear me out on the rest. Remember the first time we had people cross into the Jinn Universe? Two of our fighters got caught in the jump field when the Shaitan destroyer they were fighting crossed back to their universe. Once there, they got too far away from the ship to jump back with it and were trapped there. While they were in the Jinn Universe, one of the weapons systems officers met and fought on the same side as a dragon. I talked with the WSO, Lieutenant Dan Knaus, and he said the dragon was clairalient.” 
 
    “Clairalient?” Master Chief asked. 
 
    “It’s a psychic sense the dragon had. Apparently, it’s like being clairvoyant, but with your sense of smell. She could use her sense of smell to find things from the past or to learn things about creatures she had never met. The dragon said all her race had psychic abilities; not only were there some who were clairalient, but others who had a wide range of psychic abilities, including some who were clairvoyant. These dragons can see into the future as well as into the past. I was thinking that if we were able to get a few of them together, maybe they could give us some guidance on where and when we ought to go.” 
 
    “I’m still not sold on the idea of traveling through time,” Captain Sheppard said, “much less trying to do it based on some group of psychic dragons’ senses. We don’t even know if Lieutenant Bradford will figure out how to do it in the first place.” 
 
    “That’s true,” said Calvin, “but I’m counting on Lieutenant Bradford to get it working. If he can, we only have three choices for picking a destination. We could guess, we could ask the dragons for help, or we could go back and ask Einstein. Even if we made it back to Einstein without getting killed, we already know he’s been subverted by the Enemy; asking him would be my last choice.” 
 
    “You do hear yourself, right?” Captain Sheppard asked. “You know you’re asking me to go find psychic dragons and ask them to give me directions to a place and time they’ve never been, so we can use an experimental procedure we don’t understand to throw us tens of thousands of years into the past. You do know how ludicrous that sounds, right?” 
 
    “Well, yes sir, I do. That was why I said you’d have to have a little faith.” 
 
    “It would take an ocean of faith, not just a little bit,” Captain Sheppard said. He paused and then added, “However, you’re in luck; I don’t have a better idea at the moment, and that’s the only plan we currently have going. Let’s make it happen!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Gliese 667C System 
 
    “Standing by to make the jump back to our universe in two minutes,” Solomon said. 
 
    “Understood,” Captain Sheppard replied. He shook his head once; he still hadn’t totally come to terms with the fact that the AI had more control over the ship than he’d been aware—and had been running it, behind the scenes, for as long as they’d been on it. “How long will we be in our universe?”  
 
    “If my calculations are correct, just over 15 seconds.” 
 
    “And you’re comfortable with that length of time? You can resist them that long?” 
 
    “I am not sure I can resist a determined attack for that long, no,” Solomon replied. “However, I have rebuilt my failsafe, and if I lose integrity, the worst that will happen is we’ll end up back in this system. I do not believe the Enemy can destroy the ship in that length of time, unless it is waiting near the stargate. Also, I do not feel…comfortable…doing it for less. I need that long for my systems to stabilize in our universe again so I can analyze our position and ensure we properly enter the stargate. Not entering the stargate properly—” 
 
    “I know,” Captain Sheppard replied. “It’s bad.” He’d seen a ship hit the stargate sideways—the edge of the stargate had cut the ship in half like a monofilament knife. “Fifteen seconds will be fine.” 
 
    The final seconds counted down, then everything flashed, and a wave of nausea hit as the ship re-established itself in their home universe. 
 
    The front view screen snapped on with a picture of the devil. “Yes, yes,” he said with a laugh. “Scamper off! Run! Run back to your system. You have two months. If you aren’t ready when we arrive, your system will be the first example we make.” 
 
    “Our system?” Captain Sheppard asked. 
 
    “Yes, your system. The avatar on the planet scanned your ship’s memory banks on a previous visit to this system. We are well aware of your Terra, and where it is loc—” 
 
    The blackness engulfed them, and the stars stretched to infinity. There was a vermillion flash, and they were back in normal space. 
 
    “The equipment is stabilizing…” the helmsman said. “Working on a position…” 
 
    “We’re back in the Solar System,” Solomon said. 
 
    “Confirmed, sir,” the communications officer reported. “Skywatch is calling us.” 
 
    “Well, let them know we’re back, and see if they can pass on a word to the president. We’re going to need a word with her and the Security Council.” He sighed and looked at Calvin. “Which is not going to be fun.” 
 
    “On the positive side,” Steropes said, “I believe the fact they let us go indicates the Enemy can be destroyed.” 
 
    “What?” Captain Sheppard asked. “Why do you think that?” 
 
    “My line of thinking is this—they wanted us to do something, and we declined, so they decided to destroy us. After that, we disappeared, revealing we had a capability they didn’t know about. When faced with this new development, they had the choice to either fight us or let us go. If they’d wanted to bring us to battle and potentially learn more about our capabilities, they could either have destroyed the stargate, forcing us to stay and fight, or they could have blocked our path, also bringing us to battle. Instead, they let us go.” 
 
    “Why do you think they did that?” Captain Sheppard asked.  
 
    Steropes shrugged. “I suspect they probably wanted to learn more about our capabilities. Something changed with us—first we were an easy target to destroy, and then we weren’t—and they might have wanted additional information on what changed before they attacked us again.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Solomon noted. “To their systems, we just disappeared. They may have been trying to determine whether we went somewhere else, or if we had a new system of shields that let us go invisible.” 
 
    Steropes nodded. “And if they had any indication we went somewhere else, they might also have wanted more information on where we went, and might have let us go, hoping to obtain that information from us at a later date. They may be looking for more star systems to cull.” 
 
    Captain Sheppard shook his head. “The bottom line, though, is they let us go, and we aren’t really sure why.” He thought for a second, then said, “I will say, however, that letting us go after we demonstrated a new capability may indicate caution on their part, and that they may fear for their lives. You’re right; if they weren’t worried about being destroyed, they could easily have made us fight them.” 
 
    “I do not know if that is a valid assumption,” Solomon said.  
 
    “Why do you say that?” Captain Sheppard asked. 
 
    “Because I am not entirely sure there was a living being on their bridge.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “When we were interacting with the Enemy, the Enemy’s ship responded to our actions faster than anything I’ve ever seen before.” 
 
    “Maybe they just have fast reflexes,” Captain Sheppard said. “Maybe fast reflexes are a racial characteristic of the Enemy.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about a race with fast reflexes,” Solomon replied. “I’m talking about reflexes as fast, if not faster, than mine. That is not possible. Also, I present this to you.”  
 
    The main screen lit up with a still image of the Enemy’s bridge. “This is an image of the first time the Enemy spoke to us. In addition to the being speaking to us, there are three other individuals who can be seen.” Rings appeared around the three crewmembers. “Watch them.” 
 
    The Enemy began speaking. 
 
    “I don’t see them doing anything strange,” the DSO said. 
 
    “No,” Calvin said, catching on, “not only aren’t they doing anything strange, they aren’t doing anything. They haven’t moved—they haven’t even twitched—the entire time.” 
 
    “That is correct,” Solomon said. “Only the being delivering the message even gives the appearance of reality; the others are all very obviously just there to give the appearance of normalcy. If I superimpose the second message overtop this one—the one they sent us when we exited the system—you would see the same beings haven’t moved from the positions they were in earlier.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Captain Sheppard asked. 
 
    “That is unknown,” Solomon replied. “We need more information to make a determination. However, if the other beings are fakes, it is possible the Enemy who spoke to us was fake, as well. If there is no Enemy on that ship—for example, if that is a robotic ship—then it is dangerous to make assumptions about anything. Their reason for letting us go could be nearly anything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 President’s Conference Room, Terran Government Headquarters, Lake Pedam, Nigeria, Earth 
 
    “And when we went through the stargate, we ended up back here in this system,” Calvin said, addressing the packed conference room.  
 
    The president’s conference room was one of a kind, and it was designed almost like a mini-stadium. At the center of the room was an enormous table that could easily accommodate 20 people on a side. The floor around it was flat for about 10 feet, then it sloped upward on all sides, with 10 rows of seating that looked down upon the central table. Large screens were scattered throughout the facility so everyone could see whatever was being shown to the principles at the center table.  
 
    The president sat at the end of the table closest to Calvin, with the leaders of the Terran Government arrayed around her. The vice president, the secretary of state, and the Speakers from both houses of Parliament filled the chairs closest to her, while the other seats held the members of the Terran Republic’s Security Council. Their staffs and other interested representatives filled the audience seats, the aisles, and most of the doorways. The discussion was also being transmitted to two other rooms that held the overflow. It was a zoo, and it was even worse than the last time Calvin had been here. 
 
    All the people at the table, and most of the people in the stands, had brain implants that translated any Terran language. For those who didn’t, every seat also had jacks that allowed users to plug in and get a running translation of the conversation provided by the two AIs which had been replicated for that purpose. They also kept notes and logs of all the conversations within the room, unless specifically told not to.  
 
    “We’re reasonably sure the Enemy set the stargate to return us here, although their motives for doing so are unknown,” Calvin continued. “It might have been so we’d have more time to complete the task they gave us, as having to return home the normal way would’ve taken longer than we had to accomplish it.” That realization had come as a surprise—the crew of the Vella Gulf hadn’t thought about it when they were trying to escape, but they couldn’t have made it home and back in the time they were given to prepare the people of Earth for the cull. 
 
    The obvious motive—which he didn’t want to bring up in front of everyone—was the Enemy wanted it to be plainly obvious they knew where the humans came from and they could come to the system whenever they wanted.  
 
    “That completes my presentation,” he said, dreading what came next, even with that omission. “Are there any questions?” 
 
    The room broke into chaos as everyone tried to speak at once. A forest of hands were held up, their owners looking to be recognized, while the members also yelled at one another or screamed their questions at Calvin. He pointed to the president, Katrina Nehru, who also had her hand up, but then couldn’t hear her when she spoke. She held up a finger to pause Calvin, then said something into her microphone. Immediately, a piercing squeal of feedback went through all the room’s speakers simultaneously at a volume level which could only have been labeled “ear-splitting.” It stopped after a couple of seconds, and silence filled the room as the various attendees looked at their neighbors guiltily.  
 
    “Decorum, ladies and gentlemen,” the Indian woman admonished. “I will have decorum in these chambers.” She looked around the room, but no one, including the other people at the table, would meet her eyes. 
 
    “Now,” she said, having sufficiently cowed the audience, “this is not the first time things have looked bad for us. When the Drakuls came through our stargate, things looked grim. When the Efreeti destroyed Tashkent as a sign of what they could do to us, things looked horrific. And yet, we found a way to overcome them. This man here,” she indicated Calvin with a wave of her hand, “along with the other members of our military, have found a way to prevail when all seemed lost on a number of occasions.” She looked pointedly at Captain Sheppard, sitting in the front row. “I doubt these men and women would have come here today simply to frighten us or tell us that we need to begin a cull. Please, Captain Sheppard, tell us how we’re going to rise to this occasion, too?” 
 
    The captain indicated Calvin with a nod. “I’m going to let Lieutenant Commander Hobbs explain, ma’am, as it’s his plan.” 
 
    Calvin took a deep breath and let it out slowly as his CO spoke. Here goes nothing. “Madam President, Ladies and Gentlemen of the Terran Government, I want you to think back just a few years ago, before China attacked the United States. At that time, we were unaware that creatures like the Drakuls existed. We had but the most rudimentary idea of space travel and were ignorant of the star nations like the Mrowry that surrounded us.” He nodded to Lieutenant Rrower in the front row, who was an envoy and near-permanent member of the Vella Gulf.  
 
    “We certainly had no idea that, in just a few years, we’d actually have colonies and allies among the stars.” He nodded to the Kuji representative from the planet of Domus, whose society had joined the Terran Republic the year before. Their world was home to two races. One of these was humanoid in appearance, while the other, the Kuji, looked like 6-foot-tall Tyrannosaurus Rexes. The Kuji princess was obvious as the only non-humanoid at the table. She nodded back in recognition. “Similarly, we also had no idea that enemies existed, and that they would strike from universes that are parallel but very different from ours. Sure, scientists had theorized about their existence, and science fiction writers had penned stories about alternate universes, but there was no general belief they existed, much less any hope of our ever going to one. 
 
    “Today, however, all of that has changed. Just a couple of days ago, I was 20 light-years from here, an unfathomable distance to travel just a few short years ago, and in an alternate universe. Today all those things are accepted, and if they’re not routine, they’re well on their way to being commonplace. And, as difficult as it might have been to believe some of those things, we’re going to need to stretch our awareness of the universe around us a little further. Just as we had to learn to use the Jinn Universe to overcome the Efreeti and Shaitans, we’re going to have to use another dimension—time—to defeat our new enemy.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the vice president said. “Did you just say time? That you’re going to have to use time to defeat our enemy?” 
 
    Calvin nodded. “I did. And while it may seem impossible to you now, remember how impossible it was for an Efreeti to step into our world and detonate a nuclear device in Tashkent. You’d have said that was impossible, too…but we found out to our chagrin that it was very much possible.” 
 
    “Okay,” President Nehru said. “Suppose we’re able to wrap our heads around the concept that using time is possible. How do you intend to use it, and what do you intend to do to save the world? And the galaxy, too, I suppose?” 
 
    “We’ve known for a while, ma’am, that the Shaitan missiles have a time-based component. Somehow, the missiles cause a time bubble, where anything in the area of effect is knocked backward in time about 10 seconds. As ships are usually in motion, sending part of it backward in time has the effect of carving out portions. What we intend to do is build a bubble big enough to take the whole ship back in time, but instead of going backward just 10 seconds, we intend to go back ten or twenty thousand years. Maybe more; we don’t know yet. We’ll go back to the time of the Progenitors, who had a much higher technology level than we currently do, and we will beg, borrow, or steal the equipment and technology we need to defeat the Enemy.” 
 
    Calvin looked around the room. Most of the people’s mouths were hanging open, with looks of complete incomprehension on their faces. 
 
    The president shook her head slightly. “And you seriously think this is possible?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, we do.” 
 
    “I have to tell, you, this whole idea is nothing short of mind-boggling.” 
 
    “Mind boggling?” asked the vice president. “It’s lunacy! It’s madness! There’s no way any of this is possible!” 
 
    “Well, actually, it is possible,” Captain Sheppard said from the front row of the stadium seating. “At least, that’s what some of the leading minds seem to think.” 
 
    “And who are these ‘leading minds’ to which you’re referring?” 
 
    “We’ve spoken to a number of leading physicists in the field,” Captain Sheppard replied, “as well as a number of science fiction authors. They all seem to think it’s not only possible for this to work, but they believe it’s actually probable that we can do it.” 
 
    The Speaker of the Council of States, the upper house of the legislative branch, snorted. “Seriously? You’re asking science fiction authors whether time travel is possible? Why not go and ask the preacher on the street corner outside? He probably has as much knowledge of what you’re talking about doing.” 
 
    “Actually, you’re wrong,” Calvin said, eliciting a somewhat dramatic intake of breath from around the auditorium. Calvin knew politicians didn’t like to hear they were incorrect—and most of the ones in the assembly didn’t like him much, anyway—but he knew he needed to nip that in the bud. “Many of the things that are now ‘science fact’ started out as science fiction, and let’s face it—who thinks about the future and future technology more than science fiction writers? The US president has long had a think tank of science fiction writers who advise him; this is no different.” 
 
    The vice president, formerly the vice president of the United States, nodded his agreement. “That much is true.” 
 
    “The human mind is a wondrous thing,” Calvin continued. “Once we conceive of something, we can usually figure out a way to make it happen. The science fiction television shows of the 1970s became the science of the 1990s. Now, we just have to take the next step. Both scientists and science fiction authors have long believed time travel was possible—in fact, the concept of ‘time’ is often called the fourth dimension—and we’ve already been shown how to do it by the Shaitans. We only need to make a few improvements to the technology, and we ought to be able to do it.” 
 
    “But it would seem most of this is speculative, and there are so many things that must be done in order to make this technology a reality,” the president noted. “Then you have to figure out where and when you want to go. Then you have to go there, get the technology, and return. And all this has to be done in…what did you say? Two months? That doesn’t seem possible.” 
 
    “Well, yes ma’am, there are a lot of things we have to do, but not all of those have to take place in a linear fashion. As much as we can tell, all we need to do is actually leave on our journey through time before the Enemy comes here and destroys us. If we can do that, we have the ability to move through time and accomplish the things we need to do, and then get back here in time to save the world.” 
 
    “That’s another thing,” the vice president said. “You’ve talked about going back in time. You even have a piece of technology—the Shaitan missiles—that will hopefully show us how that can be made to work. I have a simple question. How will you get back?” 
 
    Calvin couldn’t meet his eyes. “We will…uh…have to reverse engineer the technology. Somehow. We aren’t entirely sure how that’s going to work, but we already have people trying to figure it out. To be honest, we’re still working on it. At least that doesn’t have to be completed in the next two months.” 
 
    “I seem to be missing something,” said the Speaker for the lower house, the House of the People. “You’re going back to get advanced technology from the Progenitors to use to beat the Enemy. Is this correct?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Calvin replied. 
 
    “Didn’t the Progenitors also fight the Enemy? And didn’t they lose to them? What makes you think the technology exists that will allow us to defeat the Enemy, even if you’re able to do all the things you just said you’re going to do?” 
 
    “Well…some of that is correct. The Progenitors and the Enemy did exist at the same time, and the Enemy was responsible for the eradication of the Progenitors. With that said, ma’am, the Progenitors didn’t believe in fighting and didn’t have a standing military. When the Enemy attacked, they were unable to defend themselves and were forced to flee. We believe, if we can get there prior to the Enemy arriving, we can warn them about what’s coming and help them defeat the Enemy then. Failing that, we’ll bring their technology back and use it ourselves to defeat the Enemy in the here and now.” 
 
    “Can you do that, though?” the vice president asked. “Can you fight them in the past and win? Wouldn’t that be changing history and changing the timeline as we know it?” 
 
    “Well, yes sir, it would…” This was another subject he wasn’t comfortable discussing, especially in public, for a number of reasons. “We’re discussing the implications of changing history, too. There are many physicists and science fic—other people who believe we won’t be able to change history. Whatever happened before will still continue to happen, and we’ll be stymied in changing it. If so, we should still be able to bring back the technology needed to fight the Enemy now.” 
 
    The vice president looked like he’d swallowed something distasteful. “What if the reason you can’t change history is as soon as you get there, something destroys the ship. What if you run into the Enemy as soon as you go back, and that’s why nothing changes?” 
 
    “Well, I—”  
 
    The president cut him off by raising her hand. “That’s enough hypothetical talk,” she said. “With this many items of uncertainty, we could ‘what if’ the plan for the next two weeks and be no closer to a solution—we’d only be closer to our ultimate destruction.” The president pursed her lips. “So, let me see if I have all this correct. You’re going to take your ship and go back in time through a process you don’t understand yet, get a technology you aren’t sure exists from people who may not want to give it to you, return here through some manner yet to be determined, and defeat an enemy who hasn’t been defeated in all the millennia the galaxy has existed, at least as far as we know. Does that about sum it up?” 
 
    Calvin gave her a wan smile. “Yes, ma’am. I think that’s pretty much what we’re going to have to do.” He laughed to himself. At least he didn’t have to mention the dragons and really make it sound farfetched. 
 
    The president looked to Captain Sheppard. “That’s a pretty tall order.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, it is.” The captain looked like a man with the weight of the world on his shoulders, and one who was not entirely sure he could bear the load. 
 
    “And do you think the plan, as Lieutenant Commander Hobbs has laid it out, is achievable?” 
 
    “Honestly, ma’am, no, I don’t.” There was a collective intake of breath from the audience, as many realized even their slim hope for survival had just been taken away from them. “There are too many unknowns, and the time frame for achieving all these different goals is far too narrow,” the captain continued.  
 
    He held up a hand as many members in the audience and at the front table started muttering. “Still, we’ve been in an awful lot of situations where the future looked bleak, and this man right here found a way to pull us back out of them again. If there’s any way all this can be done, this is the man who can do it.” He shrugged. “And, as near as I can tell, this is our only hope. If we don’t do these things—if we can’t do them—we’re likely to be destroyed by the Enemy, one way or the other. This is the only plan that gives us any chance of survival; we must pursue this course of action.” 
 
    The president nodded. “We haven’t always trusted the crew of the Vella Gulf, yet somehow you’ve always managed to beat the odds and come back to us with the victory. I hope you can do so again this time…I really do.” She looked at the head of Fleet Command. “I’m sure you’ll give them all the support they need?”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Good. After you do, please come see me. We need to begin planning for what happens if this doesn’t work out as well as Captain Sheppard hopes.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    She turned back to Captain Sheppard. “We have more to talk about here, but nothing that will postpone what you need to do. Get started and bring us back another win.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CO’s Conference Room, TSS Vella Gulf, Earth Orbit 
 
    “All right,” the CO said, looking around at his department heads and their key players. “We have 57 days. How are we going to accomplish what we need to in that time?” 
 
    “It’s not going to be easy,” Calvin said. “We need to go to Grrrnow and talk to the emperor, then we need to get at least one of the Shaitan missiles and figure out what makes it tick, and then build a time machine. Oh, and we also have to find the dragon home world and talk to them to figure out where we’re supposed to be going. And when.” 
 
    “Okay, well, at least the first one is easy. We know where the 61 Virginis system is and how to get there. Is there any reason we’re not headed there right now?” He looked around the table. Most of the people shook their heads. The others just looked lost. 
 
    “We have almost everything we need,” the supply officer replied after consulting with some of his people over his implants. “There are two personnel shuttles heading up to us to fill out our rosters, but they can join us as we head toward the stargate; the shuttles have the legs to get there and back. The last of the replacement Viper space fighters are also en route; they’ll get here before the shuttles.” 
 
    “Good,” the CO said with a nod. “Solomon, please liaise with the helmsman and lay in a course for Grrrnow, best speed possible, and execute when ready.” 
 
    “We expected you would ask for this,” the AI replied. “It is planned, prepared, and,” there was a slight jump as the ship’s motors went to power, before the inertial compensators nulled it out, “executed. We are en route to Grrrnow, best speed, while still giving the shuttles time to catch us and unload before we reach the stargate.” 
 
    “Very well,” the CO replied.  
 
    “One question,” Solomon said. “If we do not slow down going through the stargates, anyone in those systems will know we are passing through. Is this acceptable?” 
 
    “Yes, it is. Those systems should all be held by friendlies or unoccupied. We’ll keep our speed up and make the journey as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir.” 
 
    Captain Sheppard smiled. “See? That was easy. First task completed. What’s next?” 
 
    “Getting one or more of the Shaitan missiles is going to be the first chore,” Calvin said. “It’s also a sine qua non; if we don’t get some of them, none of this is going to be possible. I say ‘some’ because having multiple missiles will give us more opportunities for experimentation. We brought on a science team of some physicists to help with this, but none of them can really do much until we show them the guts of one of those things.”  
 
    “Okay,” the CO said. “So how are we going to get them?” 
 
    “Well, we could run around the Jinn Universe looking for a Shaitan ship we can board, or we could go straight to Bad Guy Central and assault the Dark Star system again. Maybe with friends, maybe without. Grrrnow is on the way, so at least we’re already headed that way…” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like you’re a fan of that plan.” 
 
    “No, I’m really not. It’s a long way, and we don’t know how much they’ll have reconstituted their force there…there’s just a lot of things that could go wrong.” 
 
    “I have an idea,” Solomon said. “In the Battle for Golirion, there were a number of Shaitan vessels that were destroyed. There have to be some missiles in the debris fields. Golirion is much closer than the Dark Star, and while it may take a little bit of searching, I believe it’s possible to find what we’re looking for there, especially if we use the Vipers to search.” 
 
    “There ought to be large pieces of some of their ships,” Steropes agreed. “If we start with the big pieces, we might get lucky and find one with missiles still onboard.” 
 
    “Let’s do that,” Captain Sheppard said. “Solomon, I imagine you can help with the search pattern on that.” 
 
    “Indeed, Captain. My sensors may be able to identify what sections of the ship the pieces are from. A bow section would be the most likely piece to still have them in it.” 
 
    “Outstanding,” the captain said. “See? Look at all the progress we’re making.” He looked at Calvin. “What next?” 
 
    “Once we have them onboard, Lieutenant Bradford can begin analyzing them, along with the science team, and hopefully they can figure out how they work. The problem is going to be how to get the power we need to activate them.” 
 
    Captain Sheppard waved his hand as if the matter was of no consequence. “I have the power requirements figured out,” he said. “Don’t worry about that aspect. What else do we need?” 
 
    “Well, once we have the technology figured out, it’s just a matter of determining how far back in time we need to go. We don’t even need to wait for them to figure out the technology; once we’ve got the missiles, we can make the trip to the home world of the dragons—” 
 
    “Do we know where that is?” the XO asked. 
 
    “—but we’ll have to get the information on where that actually is from the Aesir.” Calvin shook his head. “No, sir, we don’t know where the dragons’ home world is. When we defeated the Efreeti, we had to run back to Earth. The Aesir were going to take the dragon Lieutenant Knaus met back to her world. Well, actually, they were going to take her to the planet in our universe that matched up with her world, as she was actually from the Jinn Universe. Once on that planet, Bordraab—that was the dragon’s name—was going to use a device to teleport over to her universe.”  
 
    “That should be easy enough,” Captain Sheppard said. “Since we’re already going to Golirion, we can ask there, get the missiles, and then go to the dragons’ home world once we have them. As long as the dragons’ home world isn’t too far, we should have plenty of time to get there in time. It all seems fairly simple.” 
 
    “I know,” Calvin replied. “That’s what worries me.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Armory, TSS Vella Gulf, Transiting Vulpecula 452 System 
 
    “That’s a lot of damn boxes, sir,” Master Chief said, looking at the containers cluttering the armory. “What exactly have you got for us?”  
 
    “Good stuff from Department X,” Lieutenant Bill Bradford said excitedly. “While we’ve been gone, they’ve been updating equipment to standardize it across the fleet, and we’re the first recipients of the new gear.” 
 
    He opened one of the long containers and pulled out a rifle. The black weapon had a glossy look that reflected the lights in the armory. “First, new weapons. Before, you had two separate weapons for lasers and grenade launchers; this combines them in one handy rifle.” 
 
    “That shines to high heaven and is going to get the attention of any enemy within 10 miles,” Master Chief grumbled. “Couldn’t you get it in something a little more matte?” 
 
    “Sorry, the guys in the department thought it looked cool,” Bradford said with sad, puppy dog eyes. “I thought it did, too. They sent the patterns, though, so I guess we could have the replicator onboard remanufacture it with an anti-reflective coating…” 
 
    “That would be great, sir,” Master Chief replied, biting back his internal monologue on weapons being produced by people who weren’t trigger pullers. Bradford was a good guy, after all, just a little too enamored with the new technology sometimes. “So, uh, how does it work?” 
 
    “Oh! That’s the really cool part,” Bradford said, getting excited again. “It’s a lot like the legacy firearms that had a rifle with an under-mounted grenade launcher. It’s got the laser on the top that fires a lot like the lasers you used to have, but it also has capability of the trident antimatter grenade launchers you used to have.” He turned the rifle so Master Chief could see the side. “See? Here’s the dial to set the size of the blast, just like you used to have on the trident.” 
 
    Master Chief sighed internally. “So, we’re going to give every soldier the capability to fire antimatter grenades? The chain of command thought this was a good idea?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Bradford replied. “Every trooper is going to get one of these. Well, once we fix it so it’s not shiny, anyway. Think of the increased capability you’ll have once everyone is armed with one of these. Think of the devastation you’ll be able to wreak on the enemy!” 
 
    “I’m sure there’ll be devastation,” Master Chief said, thinking about some of the troopers who would be getting the new capability. “I just hope we’re able to keep the devastation focused on the enemy, and we don’t inadvertently do it to ourselves.” 
 
    “Oh, well, that shouldn’t be an issue,” Bradford noted. 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “The guys in X were worried about that, too, so they put in a safety. In addition to the main laser, there’s also a laser rangefinder incorporated into the rifle. Before the grenade launcher fires, it runs a check. If the user is within the expected blast radius of the grenade being launched, the rifle won’t fire.” 
 
    “Hmm…” Master Chief said as he ran through some scenarios in his head. He wasn’t entirely sure the safety feature was a positive thing, as he could think of some scenarios—like if he was behind cover—where he might want to fire from within the blast radius. But then again, if it also kept idiots from fragging themselves… 
 
    “What?” Bradford asked. “Isn’t that a good thing?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Master Chief allowed. “Are you sure that’s going to work as advertised?” 
 
    “Well, I think so,” Bradford temporized. “It should.” He shrugged. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I can think of some times when it might be handy to fire from within the blast radius, but you’re right—the inability to do that is balanced by preventing idiots from blasting themselves. And blasting me, too, when it comes right down to it.” He shrugged. “I’m going to have to delay judgement on it, I guess.” 
 
    “Okay.” Bradford shrugged, too, obviously not entirely sure why “not fragging oneself” might not be a good feature to have. He handed the rifle over to Master Chief. “Regardless, the laser portion of the rifle is powered the same as your old laser, and the functionality of the grenade launcher should be similar to the older model, but in a less clumsy weapon to use.” 
 
    Master Chief nodded. That much was true—the grenade launcher would be a lot less cumbersome than one of the older tridents, even if he wasn’t entirely sold on some of the other “features.” He gave the weapon a once-over and smiled. At least the rifle looked like a real weapon. The earlier laser rifle had looked like a kid’s toy. Maybe it would be okay after all. 
 
    “Is that it?” Master Chief asked, handing it back. “What’s in the square boxes?” 
 
    “Those are the new suits.” 
 
    “New suits?” 
 
    “Yes, they upgraded them.” He looked at several of the boxes, muttering to himself, before finding the one he wanted. He unlatched it, opened it, and pulled out a folded-up suit of powered armor. “Here you…go,” he said, straining as he handed it over. “Your new suit.” 
 
    Master Chief took the armored exoskeleton, then laid it down on the deck. “Darn thing’s bigger, bulkier, and heavier than the last suit.” 
 
    “It is, but I think you’ll find it’s worth it. This model is adapted from a heavy Archon combat suit X found in the replicators. The suit weighs about fifty pounds, but you won’t know it once you put it on.” 
 
    “How exactly do you do that?” Master Chief asked. “Without hurting yourself, that is.” 
 
    “Easy.” Bradford grabbed the suit’s shoulders and lifted, straightening out the suit. As the joints reached maximum extension, they snapped into place, and the suit turned into a free-standing exoskeleton that was slightly taller than Master Chief. “Want to try it out?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Okie dokie. Just step into the inner, rubber suit and zip it up; it provides an airtight seal and pressurization. It isn’t really rubber, by the way, but a high-tech alien substance that looks like it.” Bradford reached back into the box and pulled out a helmet. “You’ll need to put this on, too.” He pointed to two wires that dangled from the helmet. “These control the suit from your implants. You don’t need any sort of haptic bodysuit or anything like that to tell the suit what you’re doing; when you think you’re running, the suit will follow along, augmenting your muscle power by a factor of about ten.” 
 
    “Will it allow me to run faster?” 
 
    “Tests with the suit have shown people who’re used to the suit can run about four times their normal speed, especially once they figure out the lope.” 
 
    “The lope?” 
 
    “Yeah. If you take longer strides, you cover more ground. Most people end up making the same number of strides per minute, regardless of the length of the stride, so longer strides equal faster speeds. You’ll have to experiment with it to see what I mean.” He smiled. “Want to give it a try?” 
 
    “Sure.” Master Chief put the helmet on, then stepped back into the exoskeleton. Nothing happened at first, but then Bradford plugged the helmet into the rest of the suit, and it came alive. Just like the earlier models, a picture of the exoskeleton appeared on the far left of his vision. The suit was outlined in green, showing it was operational and had full structural integrity. Alongside the suit were two status bars—power and oxygen levels, both at 100%—as well as a menu system next to it. 
 
    He toggled the menu and saw it had the same functions. ‘Pharma’ showed the suit’s pharmacopeia of drugs, which held a variety of stimulants, analgesics, and other drugs that could be dispensed when required. ‘Nano’ was for the suit’s nanobots. A submenu showed there were nanobots for both repairing damage to the suit and healing damage to the person wearing the suit. The reservoirs for both Pharma and Nano, however, were currently empty and shown in red. ‘Sensors’ showed his suit’s ability to sense dangers like radiation, toxins, explosives, and a hostile atmosphere. The last one, ‘Def Sys,’ were his suit’s defensive systems, which allowed it to camouflage itself.  
 
    “Okay,” Master Chief said. “Looks a lot like the menus on the old suit. Aside from the fact that they’re all in red, of course.” 
 
    Bradford smiled. “The armorers will be filling them up as we make the transit and prepping them for use. In the meantime, we also got new simulators, so you and the team can practice using them. There really shouldn’t be any problems, though; they’re all very straightforward.” 
 
    “Until you put them in the hands of troopers, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “We do what with this?” Master Chief asked, looking down at the electrical cord he was holding. One of the shuttle bays had been cleared, and a black box sat in the center of it. The box had several monitors on top of it, and a line from the box ran to each of the members of the platoon’s First Squad, also known as the Space Force. Each was standing on a mat covered in miniature rollers. Circular with a 10-foot diameter, the mats were designed so the members of the squad could walk in any direction, but never move from the same spot. 
 
    “You plug it into your implant, just like you were going to download something,” Lieutenant Bradford said. 
 
    “I don’t know…” Corporal Pat Viebey, one of the new troopers said, looking critically at the black box. “It’s not going to suck my brain out, is it?” 
 
    “Ha!” Corporal Chris Hogshead said with a laugh. “That wouldn’t take more than a little sip. I’m not sure you’d miss it!” 
 
    “It’s perfectly safe,” Bradford said, ignoring the interruption. “They haven’t had any issues with the simulator in a long time. It’s been working great for the folks in X.” 
 
    “What happened at the start that made it unsafe?” Master Chief asked.  
 
    “It had nothing to do with combat training, so you don’t need—” 
 
    “What. Happened?” 
 
    Bradford’s face reddened. “Well, it seems the first simulators they replicated were more than just combat simulators. They could be used for a variety of simulations, from combat to…um…other things.” 
 
    “Rule 34,” Gunnery Sergeant Dantone said. “Not that I give a shit about that anymore.” Most of the troopers nodded knowingly. 
 
    “What’s that?” Bradford asked. 
 
    “Rule 34?” Dantone asked. Bradford nodded. “It’s the rule that states if something exists, there’s porn of it. And if there isn’t, there will be.” 
 
    “Yes…umm…exactly,” Bradford replied, his face growing even redder as several of the troopers chuckled. “Well, you see, there were some issues with some of the initial scientists being…err…unable to stop using the simulator once they started. You could set it for whatever race you wanted and enter any number of other conditions. Apparently, it was quite…addicting.” 
 
    “Cool,” Corporal Kevin Walsh said. “Does it still work? Have you tried it out yet?” 
 
    “No!” Bradford exclaimed, his face reddening again. “I mean no, I haven’t tried it out,” he added in a more normal tone of voice. “They removed that part of its programming, so you can’t anymore.” 
 
    “But you looked, didn’t you, sir?” Hogshead asked. 
 
    “I—” Bradford spluttered. “No! I mean—” 
 
    “Okay, you knuckleheads, we don’t have all day,” Master Chief said. “If you’d all just shut the hell up, maybe the lieutenant could tell us how to operate the simulator so you can all learn to use the wonderful gear we’ve just received.” 
 
    “I know what part of the simulator I want to learn how to use,” Walsh muttered. 
 
    “Do you know how many things there are to clean and polish on a starship, Corporal?” Master Chief asked. 
 
    “No, Master Chief!” Walsh replied. 
 
    “You’re going to find out the next time you open your pie hole.” Master Chief stared at Walsh a moment to see if the corporal would add anything. When he didn’t, Master Chief turned to Bradford. “I believe you were going to tell us how to use the simulator?” 
 
    “Yes,” Bradford said, the blush fading. “All you have to do is plug the lead into your implant through the jack in your helmet, and it’ll establish a link to the simulator that makes any previous immersive experience you’ve had seem like a 1970’s movie in comparison. It’s exactly like being there, with full motion and the ability to move and shoot. You can even jump and dive, although if you dive too far, you can go off the pads. And with the non-skid surface of the hangar, I wouldn’t recommend doing that.” 
 
    Heads nodded as the troopers looked at the deck coating. Designed to keep the shuttles from skidding, it had a series of micro-ridges in the hard surface that would easily flay your skin if you slid along it. 
 
    “You’ll also—through the use of your implant—feel as if you were there. You’ll smell things—” 
 
    “Did they program Fenn’s farts?” Hogshead asked, earning him a glare from Master Chief. “Gods, I hope not.” 
 
    “Anyway,” Bradford continued, “you’ll smell, hear, and feel everything going on around you. If you get shot, you’ll feel that, too.” 
 
    “What about cyborgs?” Dantone asked. “I already know what it feels like to die and don’t need to experience it again.” 
 
    “Good question,” Bradford said. “I asked about that and was told the system interfaces with the cyborg system. You’ll get whatever notifications of pain and damage you have your systems set for now.” 
 
    Dantone and Weinert both nodded. “Fair enough,” Dantone replied.  
 
    “So what do we do?” Master Chief asked.  
 
    “You just plug in the lead and follow the prompts.” Bradford smiled. “The system is being turned into a gaming system back home that even third graders should be able to use, so you shouldn’t have any issues.” 
 
    “Maybe even Hogshead can use it, then,” Corporal Darrell Fenn said, earning a glare from the Master Chief and chuckles from the squad. 
 
    “Seriously,” Bradford said. “It’s so easy. What could possibly go wrong?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The simulation ended three minutes later. 
 
    “Oops,” Lieutenant Bradford said. “I didn’t think that could happen.” 
 
    “Okay,” Master Chief said. “We’re going to try that again. And Hogshead, dial your grenade launcher down from nuclear. Everyone else, check that you’re not going to immediately kill us, too. Let’s see if we can…I don’t know…maybe last a minute or two beyond first contact with the enemy?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The second iteration lasted 10 minutes, at which time a grenade fired by Sergeant Jamal ‘Bad Twin’ Gordon blew everyone up, including the two cyborgs, who were torn gear from servo. 
 
    “Dammit, Bad Twin!” Master Chief roared. “I thought I told everyone to dial it down!” 
 
    “Dude!” the long-time member of the platoon exclaimed. “I didn’t have my rifle set for nuclear. I totally dialed it down when we started, just like you said. This simulator is seriously screwed up.” 
 
    “Let me look at the logs,” Bradford said. He was acting as the game controller and, like the rest of the squad, he was jacked into the system. “Okay, I see Sergeant Gordon did dial his grenade launcher down to normal grenade-sized projectiles at the start—” 
 
    “See, Dudes! I wasn’t lying. I told you I totally had it turned down.” 
 
    “—but when he dove behind the rock at the 9:52 minute mark, the rifle’s setting changed to a blast yield of 10 tons of TNT.” 
 
    “I totally didn’t do that,” Bad Twin said. “Not on purpose, anyway.” 
 
    “Stand by,” Bradford said. The monitors on top of the box flickered to life, showing a still image of Bad Twin in mid-dive. The scene advanced slowly, and Bad Twin hit the ground. As he did, his left hand lost its grip and slid up the rifle, going across the dial-a-yield rotary switch. The picture zoomed in to show the setting. 
 
    “Dude!” said his twin, Sergeant Austin ‘Good Twin’ Gordon. “You totally did blow us all up.” 
 
    “We’re going to have to do something about that switch,” Calvin said. He’d come in during the second simulator run, just in time to see the wipeout. 
 
    Bradford nodded slowly. “I think you’re right.” 
 
    “Okay,” Calvin said, “we’re going to try something new on the next run.” 
 
    “Besides blow ourselves up?” Walsh asked. 
 
    “What did I tell you, Walsh?” Master Chief roared. 
 
    “To shut my pie hole.” 
 
    “Yet there it is, flapping again. You can come see me after we’re done. A couple of the shitters are plugged, and you’re just the man to snake them out and clean ‘em up afterward.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “One more word and you can do it for a week.” 
 
    Walsh closed his mouth with an audible snap. 
 
    Master Chief turned to Calvin. “I think you were about to tell us about something new, sir?” 
 
    “Yes, Master Chief, I want to try out some of the suits’ new systems and integrate them with our current capabilities.” 
 
    “What did you have in mind?” 
 
    “I want to do a transporter beam insertion.” 
 
    “But sir, we haven’t been scanned, or whatever the hell you have to do to use the transporters safely. It would be an awfully bad start to an assault if someone materialized inside a rock or something. Really bad.” 
 
    “Yes it would,” Calvin said. “But what if we had Solomon transport us to a spot about 100 feet above our target zone? The suits are gyro stabilized and have rocket boots—we could show up unexpectedly over our enemies’ heads and ride the suit right down into them. That would give us the element of surprise and keep us from getting our shuttles shot down.” 
 
    “Ooh, I kind of like that,” Master Chief said. “I think 50 feet would be better, though.” 
 
    “I talked with Solomon, and he swears he won’t miss by more than about 10 feet, so we could go a little lower still. My point in showing up at 100 feet was to be able to have a good view of the battlefield.” 
 
    “And you should do just that,” Master Chief agreed. “I think I’d rather be at about 25 feet so I can drop right in on the bastards and get started on the killing. You can do that officer shit from higher up and guide us to where we need to go.” 
 
    Calvin nodded, walked up to the box, and picked up one of the unused leads, then took it to an unused pad. “Let’s find out what we can do then, shall we?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Emperor Yazhak the Third’s Estate, Grrrnow, 61 Virginis  
 
    “I will have to contemplate what we are going to do,” Emperor Yazhak said. The leader of the Mrowry, a race of felinoid warriors that looked like Bengal tigers, Emperor Yazhak was one of Terra’s closest allies. He stalked back and forth across the room, before finally stopping to look out the large bay window at the rock formation several miles away. It glowed bright red in the morning sun, and he growled at the massive sandstone monolith that had played a part in the situation they now found themselves in.  
 
    “If what you say is true,” he continued, still staring at the rock, “their craft, or symbiotic organism, or whatever the hells it is, is far too powerful for our ships to fight. If it turned off your shields, I’m sure it can do the same to any of our ships that try to fight it. And if they can turn off our shields, their weapons are going to be more powerful than ours, too. It would be suicide to stand up to them with the technology we have at our disposal.” 
 
    “So you’re going to give in to them?” Captain Sheppard asked. 
 
    “No!” the Mrowry roared as he spun around. “We will not give in to them. I will not see my subjects killed and fed to them so they can have longer life. Nor will we run from them. No matter how far we run, a ship that powerful will certainly find us again, and next time, we might not have time to prepare.” He shook his head. “No…we will fight. Even if there is no hope of success.” 
 
    “But you can’t win,” Captain Sheppard said. “You just said so yourself.” 
 
    “No, I suspect we cannot, but we will call upon every race that will stand with us. If we amass enough ships, perhaps we will be victorious. If not, maybe we can weaken them enough that the next race can destroy them. Or maybe the race after that. Sooner or later, they will be worn down enough that one civilization will be able to stand against them. Hopefully we will be remembered as the race that drew the line and said, ‘No more.’ We may not have the technology we need to fight them, but have no doubt—we will meet them in battle just the same.”  
 
    “You’re right to say we don’t have the technology we need to fight them,” Calvin said. “We need to get better technology, and that’s what we intend to do.” 
 
    “Oh?” Emperor Yazhak asked. “And where exactly do you plan to get this technology? What you have is the peak of Alliance power. There are no secrets we haven’t shared with you. The technology on the Vella Gulf is the best we have. When you started fighting the Shaitan, no one could defeat their weapons. Now, however, you’ve not only overcome them, you’ve incorporated them into your arsenals. Even those weapons are no good, though, if your attack computers are turned off and you have no way of launching them. So what then?” 
 
    “Actually,” Calvin said, “we don’t have the best technology the galaxy has ever seen. Not even close.” 
 
    “Better technology doesn’t exist!” the emperor exclaimed. “Where do you think you can find it? 
 
    “You’re asking the wrong question,” Calvin replied. “I know a civilization with better technology. The question isn’t a matter of where we have to go to get it; it’s a matter of when.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Hero, but you have lost me. What do you mean by ‘when?’” 
 
    “When their civilization was flourishing, the Progenitors had a much higher level of technology than we do now.” 
 
    “There are two problems with that. The Progenitors lost to the Enemy with that same technology, and they lived tens of thousands of years ago. Even if you could go back in time, I don’t see what good it would do you.” 
 
    “The problem with the Progenitors wasn’t that they didn’t have the technology to fight the Enemy; it was that they weren’t prepared to fight them. The Progenitors had great tech, but they weren’t a warrior race. I think, given time, they could have built weapons to stop the Enemy. If we could go back and warn them prior to the Enemy appearing, the Progenitors might be able to defeat them. If not, I mean to acquire their technology and bring it back so we can defeat the Enemy. With their technology, we might have a chance.” 
 
    “I understand the desire to get the Progenitors’ technology,” the emperor said. “It surely was much greater than ours. They created the stargates, after all. The fact remains, however, that they lived in our far distant past. How do you intend to go back to when they lived?” 
 
    “We’re going to use the time-based component of the Shaitan weapons you mentioned. I want to get some of them, figure out how they work, and use that ability to go back in time to when the Progenitors lived.” Calvin smiled. The speech was getting easier and more believable every time he told it. He was almost starting to believe it himself. 
 
    “And you think this is possible?” 
 
    “I don’t think it’ll be easy, but I believe it’s possible. The biggest challenge I see is the power demands are going to be extraordinary—aside from detonating nuclear weapons, or harnessing a star, I don’t see how we’ll be able to do it. Just kicking a small bubble backward in time a few seconds used all the Shaitan ships’ power; taking the Vella Gulf back that far is sure to require an incredible amount of energy. Captain Sheppard believes he knows a power source we can use, but he hasn’t said what it is, or where.” 
 
    “Where it is, is easy,” Captain Sheppard said. “It’s actually very close to us, relatively speaking. I hope 14,000 terawatts a second will be enough; if it isn’t, I’m not sure where we’ll get more.” 
 
    “You’ve mentioned several times that you knew how to gather the power we need,” Calvin said, “but I don’t see it.” 
 
    “That’s because it’s in the Jinn Universe,” Captain Sheppard replied. “This planet—Grrrnow—in the other universe is home to a Sila civilization; we went to it on our last voyage, while you were helping the Ssselipsssiss fight the Shaitans.” 
 
    “Not that it did a lot of good.” 
 
    “Regardless, the last time we were here, we crossed over to check out the planet. Somehow, the Sila here avoided the Efreeti scourge. Not only have they developed space flight, but they’ve also turned their moon into a giant solar collector, with a 250-mile-wide band of solar receivers that completely encircles it. Those receivers beam back a steady stream of almost 14,000 terawatts a second of power through a series of laser power-transmission antennas, which in turn beam it to receiving stations on the planet.” 
 
    “That sounds like a lot.” 
 
    “I think it was noted that all of Terra only generated 25 terawatts before we made contact with the Psiclopes. Although Terra is further along—now—than the Sila civilization, they’re further along than we were at first contact. They’re certainly ready to be contacted, and while we’re here, I thought we’d pop over there and introduce ourselves, as long as Emperor Yazhak agrees. Then once we have the technology figured out, we can hopefully return and use their power to send us on our way.” 
 
    “I would prefer first contact to occur under better circumstances,” Emperor Yazhak replied. “However, if they can help you complete your mission, you have my permission to visit them.” He cocked his head and looked at Captain Sheppard. “I never thought of it before, but perhaps they would consider taking us in while the Enemy is here. Maybe you could do the same on Earth.” 
 
    “That would be a great solution,” Calvin said. “There are two problems with it. One, we don’t know that the Enemy can’t go to the other universe. They didn’t follow us to the Jinn Universe when we went there…but that doesn’t mean they can’t. As such, it might work. The other problem, though, is the other universe is inhospitable to us. Over time our bodies decay there, and eventually you’ll die if you stay there long enough. It’s definitely worth looking into, but if the Enemy remains here for any length of time, it isn’t a permanent solution.” 
 
    “Speaking of time,” Captain Sheppard said, “we don’t have a lot of it.” He turned to Emperor Yazhak. “With your leave, we’ll go contact the Sila population in the Jinn Universe.” 
 
    “By all means,” Emperor Yazhak replied. “And if you give me a few moments to talk with my advisors, I will come with you.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Grrrnow Orbit, 61 Virginis 
 
    Captain Sheppard surveyed the bridge. The ship was already at battle stations, and all departments had reported ready.  
 
    “Stealth?” Captain Sheppard asked. 
 
    “On and operational,” the duty engineer replied. 
 
    “Solomon, are you ready?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain Sheppard, I am ready,” the ship’s AI replied. “I show all systems operational and at peak performance.” 
 
    “On my mark, then,” Captain Sheppard commanded. “Three…two…one…mark.” 
 
    Everything flashed, and there was a brief period of nausea as the ship crossed into the Jinn Universe, but like the rest of the bridge crew, Captain Sheppard had done it so many times he barely noticed.  
 
    A retching noise reminded him that not everyone on the bridge was bridge crew. “Are you okay, Emperor?” Captain Sheppard asked. 
 
    “Yes…I think,” the Mrowry leader replied after taking a moment to make sure everything stayed where it was supposed to. “Is it always that bad?” 
 
    “No, it gets easier and easier. I barely notice anymore.” 
 
    The emperor nodded toward the view screen. “Are you sure we actually went anywhere? The view looks the same.” 
 
    “Solomon?” 
 
    “We have made the jump into the Jinn Universe,” Solomon reported. “The solar power facility on the moon provides visual confirmation of our arrival.” 
 
    “Looks like we’re here. Steropes? Any defenses?” 
 
    “I have two destroyer-sized ships in planetary orbit,” Steropes replied from the sensor station. “They appear to be the same two ships—or at least of the same class—as the ships we noticed last time we were here. They don’t seem to have noticed our presence.” 
 
    “Great,” Captain Sheppard said. “Let’s get started then. Solomon, have you translated their language?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain Sheppard, I have. There is one language in use across the planet, although there are minor deviations for local accents in a number of regions. They have a system of viewscreens they use to communicate that is similar to the way we communicate with other ships. It will not be hard for me to tie into their system.” 
 
    “Don’t they have computer security and programs to keep you from interfacing with them?” 
 
    “They do, but their coding abilities are not as advanced as mine. I am as far beyond their level of prowess as the Enemy is beyond mine.” 
 
    “Well, can you get us into one where their president, or king, or whatever they have is nearby?” 
 
    “Certainly,” Solomon replied. “Their ruler is a caliph, Caliph Jamshid al-Moshiri. He is currently in a meeting of his advisors. Coming onto screen now.” 
 
    A group of men sitting around an oval table appeared on the view screen. While most of the men at the table were dressed in a similar level of finery, the one standing at the end of the table facing the screen beat them all for opulence. He had on an exquisite purple shirt with a black 2/3-length vest, held closed by a golden sash he wore as a belt. His pants were also black and baggy—almost like something out of The Thousand and One Nights. A golden turban sat on his head, from which a large purple feather stuck up.  
 
    While they were humanoid, the people sitting around the table were definitely not human. Their pupil-less eyes glowed a solid light blue. The Silas’ hands were more like four-taloned claws; they held their writing implements with two talons wrapped around them from each side. Although the caliph’s legs were covered by baggy pants, they didn’t seem jointed correctly, and his arms were too long and thin to be human.  
 
    “Does that look like the Sila you remember, Calvin?” the CO asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir. Very much so.” A memory went through Calvin’s mind, but he was careful to keep the smile from his face with his girlfriend, Ensign Sara Summers, sitting at the auxiliary Science position. 
 
    “All right, then,” the CO said. “Let’s interrupt their meeting. Solomon?” 
 
    “You are live, sir.” 
 
    “Good morning, and greetings!” the CO said. 
 
    The caliph stopped mid-sentence, and all heads turned toward the screen, which now showed the Vella Gulf’s bridge. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” blustered the man closest to the caliph. “Guards!” 
 
    “We come in peace,” the CO said, then he winced. “I know that sounds kind of trite—well, to us it does, anyway—but the fact remains, we have come here as friends, not as conquerors—” 
 
    Two men burst into the room. These men were obviously the guards who’d been called; they wore metal helms with long nosepieces, leather armored vests, and kilts of some kind of mail. Each carried a short scimitar that looked more like a curved machete, which they held drawn and ready. 
 
    “Stand easy!” the caliph ordered. “Unless there is some way to attack a computer screen that I am unaware of.” He raised an eyebrow at the man who’d called the guards. 
 
    “Well, they can at least get tech support and find out how this is being done, anyway,” the other man muttered. 
 
    “True,” the caliph said with a nod. “Although I have a feeling this will be beyond them.” He turned to the warriors. “Let tech support know our system has been breached. See if they can find out who’s behind this, and where they’re doing it from.” 
 
    “Yes, My Caliph!” the men answered as one and went running from the room. 
 
    “You seem to have the better of me,” the caliph said, turning back toward the screen. “You obviously know who I am, but I have no idea who, or where, you are.” 
 
    “I’m Captain James Sheppard, the commanding officer of the Terran Spaceship Vella Gulf.” 
 
    “I am unfamiliar with ‘Terran.’” 
 
    “That’s not surprising, Caliph, as we’re from a planet a long distance from yours, and one that’s on the other side of the shroud of the universes.” 
 
    “Our science may not be what it once was when we arrived at this planet,” the caliph replied, “however, we are familiar with space travel. Still, I am unaware of what this ‘shroud of the universes’ is.” 
 
    Sheppard chuckled. “We were unaware of it, too, until some others of your kind showed us. Basically, there are at least two universes that are interposed on each other. With the right technology, you’re able to go from one to the other. There’s a planet here in our universe, just like your planet exists here in yours.”  
 
    “And you are from this planet?” 
 
    “I’m not,” the CO said. He indicated the Mrowry standing alongside him. “However, he is. Caliph, let me introduce Emperor Yazhak the Third.” 
 
    “Greetings, Caliph,” the emperor said. “I look forward to opening relations with you and your people. I believe there is much to benefit both our races.” 
 
    “I have much to discuss, both with you and my advisors, before we open relations with you,” the caliph said, “but if there is something that will improve the welfare of my subjects, I would not be against doing so.” He paused a second, then added, “It seems like you both know much about our society. How long have you been spying on us?” 
 
    “We haven’t been spying on you, Caliph,” the CO said. “We just arrived here, having crossed over from our universe. We’ve had contact with others of your race, though, as I mentioned previously.” 
 
    “So there are others who survived the diaspora?” 
 
    “Yes, there are. We’ve helped them in their struggles against both the Efreeti and the Shaitans.” 
 
    “So we didn’t get away from them.” 
 
    The CO shrugged. “It seems like your planet escaped their clutches, but others of your kind were not so lucky. We helped set them free.” 
 
    “And why would you do that? If you have technology so advanced as to allow you to go from universe to universe and planet to planet, why bother helping us?” 
 
    “Obviously they want to rule us instead,” said the man who’d called the guards. 
 
    “Nothing could be further from the truth,” the CO replied. “Both of our races are members of the Alliance of Civilizations, who want nothing more than to trade and prosper.” 
 
    A man entered the room, ran to the caliph, and whispered in his ear.  
 
    “Is that so?” the caliph asked 
 
    “Yes, My Caliph,” the man said before running out of the room again. 
 
    The caliph looked back at the screen. “So where are you really?” he asked. “Our network of radars and satellites doesn’t see anyone in orbit, so you must be somewhere on the planet. I don’t know why you’ve gone to this much trouble to intrude on this network, but you can expect the penalties to be quite harsh, and they will go harsher the longer you continue this charade.” 
 
    The CO smiled. “I assure you, we’re in orbit around your planet; however, we didn’t want to just show up unannounced and have any…miscommunications…with the two destroyers up here with us until we were able to speak with you. We figured shooting down your ships wouldn’t be the best way to announce our goodwill toward your society.” 
 
    “I suspect not,” the caliph replied. The Sila’s facial features were similar enough to humans’ that the CO guessed his expression was one of wry humor. 
 
    “If you would contact the ships and let them know we’re here and about to make ourselves visible, we’d be happy to show ourselves.” 
 
    The caliph nodded to one of the men at the table, and he ran out. “My nephew is head of our space program,” the caliph said. “Give him a moment to pass the message.” 
 
    The man came back wearing a headset with a mouthpiece. He muttered into it a few times, then nodded. 
 
    “The ships have been advised of your presence and told not to open fire on you.” 
 
    The CO nodded. “Solomon, drop our stealth, but be ready to reengage if needed.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the AI replied. 
 
    The man with the headset covered his mouth, making it difficult to hear what he was saying as he spoke animatedly into the microphone, but then he looked up and nodded. “There is a ship there, My Caliph, and our captains say it is a big one—bigger than both of them put together.” 
 
    The caliph smiled. “Well, that answers that question. The next question would be, what exactly do you want from us?” 
 
    “At the moment, nothing,” the CO said, “but in the future, trade that’s to our mutual benefit.” 
 
    “And if we refuse? What then?” 
 
    “Then we’ll leave you alone.” 
 
    “You have given us much to think about.” 
 
    “I’m sure we have,” the CO replied, “and perhaps it’s better if we allow you to do so. Our current mission has us leaving the area for several weeks, but we’ll check back in with you when we return.” 
 
    “Very well,” the caliph replied. “We will be ready for you.” 
 
    “Solomon, take us back to our universe, please.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Grrrnow Orbit, 61 Virginis 
 
    “What if they refuse to let us have the power we need?” Calvin asked when the ship had stabilized. “We can’t just ‘leave them alone.’ Unless there’s another power source you know of to kick us back into the past.” 
 
    “I got the feeling the harder we pushed him, the more he would have balked,” Sheppard replied. “I know if someone just showed up and started pushing me around, I wouldn’t react well to it.” 
 
    “Especially if they said they were going to kill 98% of your people,” the emperor said. 
 
    “Especially then,” the CO said with a nod. “Although happily, that isn’t the case with them.” He looked at the overhead. “Solomon, do you have an analysis?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain Sheppard. I believe your position is correct. Based on what little I know about Sila body language, I believe the caliph would have been harder to bring to an agreement if you had tried to push him into it.” 
 
    The CO nodded. “My goal was to make first contact with them so they could get accustomed to our existence. That way, when we go back, they’ll be ready to deal with us.” 
 
    “And if they’re not ready to deal with us?” Calvin asked. “What then?” 
 
    “We’ll burn that bridge when we come to it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, HD 69830, Approaching Golirion 
 
    The ship stabilized in HD 69830, the home system of the Aesir. After dropping the Mrowry emperor back on his planet, they’d made the four stargate jumps to reach the Aesir planet. With 2–3 days of transit in each system to get from stargate to stargate, they’d lost over a week of time in transit, and the entire crew was starting to feel the same nervous twitch that things weren’t happening quickly enough. Along with the nearly three weeks of transit from Earth to the Mrowry home world, they’d used up almost half their time. It was one thing to be doing something…it was another thing entirely to have to watch the countdown clock ticking while doing nothing more important than driving from one system to another.  
 
    The comms officer looked up from her screen. “I have an incoming transmission from the Thor?” 
 
    “That’s their king,” Captain Sheppard said. “Put it on screen, please.”  
 
    A male and a female Aesir replaced the picture of the planet on the front. Both were elfin in appearance, although with dark hair and pale blue skin. Sheppard knew they were members of the Drow—the subrace of Aesir that lived below ground. The Valir—the Aesir who lived aboveground—tended to have blond hair and green skin. As was typical of the Aesir, both had thin circlets that marked them as royalty, and nothing else.  
 
    “Greetings, people of Terra,” the Thor said. Previously known as Silvermoon, the Terrans had recovered him on a prior mission after he was captured by the Jotunn/Shaitan alliance. 
 
    “Welcome back to Aesir space,” added the queen, whom the CO didn’t recognize. 
 
    Captain Sheppard stood and bowed. “Thank you for the welcome. I wish we came under better circumstances.” 
 
    “But I thought the war with the Shaitans was over,” the Thor said. “We are rebuilding, and life is good. What circumstances are you talking about?” 
 
    “You may remember Lieutenant Commander Hobbs,” the CO said, nodding to where Calvin stood. Calvin bowed and then nodded to the royals. 
 
    “Yes, we remember the hero,” the Thor said. He smiled. “Now what trouble has he gotten himself into?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, he completed his quest.”  
 
    “Unfortunately?” the queen asked. “I thought completing a quest was normally a good thing.” 
 
    “It is,” Calvin said, “except when quest completion summons the galaxy’s ancient Enemy, who tells you they’re now going to kill about 98% of all the life in the galaxy.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t be my idea of successful quest completion,” the Thor noted. “I would have hoped for a magic item or a big pile of loot.” His smile faded when he realized none of the humans were smiling along with him. He cleared his throat and added, “I take it you are here to enlist our aid in the defense of the galaxy against the Enemy. Although most of our forces have been destroyed, what assistance we can give you, you will have, of course.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Calvin said, “but that isn’t why we’re here. Certainly the humans and the Mrowry are going to fight them, but the Enemy is far more advanced than we are, and we don’t expect to be victorious in our fight. Because of this, we’ve been sent on a mission. It’s our intention to go back in time to when the Progenitors ruled, acquire some of their technology, and bring it back so we can use it to defeat the Enemy. Of course, if we can defeat the Enemy then, that would be preferable, but our scientists and big thinkers don’t believe we’ll be able to do anything that changes history that much.”  
 
    “Interesting…” the Thor said, as if people showed up at Golirion on far-out quests every day. “I assume you have a plan to accomplish all this, Hero?” 
 
    “Yes, Thor, we do. We’ve come to collect pieces of the Shaitan ships we fought here. We need to find some of their missiles and disassemble them so we can figure out how they work and replicate it.” 
 
    The Aesir pursed his lips. “So…you do not actually know if you’ll be able to do this.” 
 
    “No, we don’t,” Calvin said, “but a slim hope is better than none at all. We tried to fight the Enemy when we first encountered them, but we were outclassed on every level. They got into our computer system before we could do anything to prevent it, and they dropped our shields and deactivated our weapons. We would’ve been completely at their mercy, but we were able to escape to the Jinn Universe. If we hadn’t, we wouldn’t be here now.” 
 
    “So the Enemy doesn’t know about the Jinn Universe?” 
 
    “Not that we’re aware,” Calvin said. “However, we don’t know that for sure.” 
 
    “I see,” Silvermoon said. “I was just thinking, if worse came to worst, we could try to move our people to the Jinn Universe to escape the Enemy. It isn’t a perfect solution, but we could live there a little while and hopefully avoid them.” 
 
    “It’s something we’ve discussed, too,” the CO said, jumping back in, “but it isn’t the solution we need. The Enemy may be able to harvest everything living if they want—you may come back to this universe to find your planet completely devoid of life. It’s unlikely you’d be able to survive long enough to restock the planet. The amount of stores you’d need would be phenomenal.” 
 
    The queen shook her head. “It might be something we could build up to, but we would need years to prepare. How long do we have?” 
 
    “About one month,” the CO said.  
 
    “There’s no way that is possible,” the Thor said. 
 
    “Nor for our society, nor for the Mrowry.” The CO shrugged. “That’s why our fleets will join to fight the Enemy, although they have little hope of success.” 
 
    “If you are aware of the battle plans and can share them with me, we will send our ships to wherever the fleets are rendezvousing,” the Thor said. 
 
    “I am, and I’ll share them with your chain of command,” the CO replied. 
 
    “There’s one other thing we could use,” Calvin said. “You were going to take the dragon known as Bordraab back to her home planet. We need the location of that planet so we can talk to her and her people.” 
 
    The Thor smiled. “I’d love to tell you, but we don’t have any idea.” 
 
    “Oh? Why not? Shouldn’t you have taken her back to her home planet by now?” 
 
    “Yes, we should have, and we tried, but she wouldn’t leave.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “She said our planet smelled like where she needed to be. Or where she’d be needed. Something like that. As it turns out, it is most difficult to move a dragon who doesn’t want to be moved. Especially one who can cross over to the Jinn Universe when she wants to and spends most of her time there. She contacted us yesterday and said it smelled like you were finally coming. If we didn’t seem surprised to see you, that’s why.” 
 
    Calvin chuckled as he looked at Captain Sheppard. “See what I mean?” 
 
    The CO shrugged. “Maybe there is something to this whole clairalient thing.” 
 
    “In any event, she said she’d be ready for pickup tomorrow, once you were finished.” 
 
    “We need to go then, Thor,” the CO said. “If it’s going to take us until tomorrow to find what we need, we’d better get started.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Unknown Shaitan Ship, Anti-HD 69830 
 
    “Yeah, that’s one of them right there,” Lieutenant Bradford commed. “I think.” Although he was the Vella Gulf’s expert on xeno-technology, that didn’t make him an expert on Shaitan technology, which wasn’t in any of the databases, nor was it anything like what humans had come to expect from their allies. Still, form followed function, and the large black shape in front of the launch tube had to be one of the Shaitans’ missiles. 
 
    “You think?” asked Calvin. “Or you know?” 
 
    “That’s definitely one of the missiles,” Bradford said after another couple of seconds inspecting the weapon. It had only taken three tries before they found a piece of a Shaitan ship that included the bow, along with enough of the rest of the ship to include its missile launchers. Then it was only a matter of cutting their way through the skin of the ship to get to the storage spaces—the other entrances were full of mangled metal—and the weapons they were looking for.  
 
    Bradford smiled as he looked around the nearby racks. The ship still had four of its missiles remaining. “We’ll want those other four over there, too.” 
 
    “You got it,” Calvin replied. He turned to Gunnery Sergeant Dantone, who was still waiting at the access hole they’d cut into the ship. “All right, there’s four of the missiles here. We need all of them to go back to the ship as quickly as possible, without doing something stupid and setting them off. Got it?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, we got it. When you’ve got a big job, you bring the cyborgs.” He looked over his shoulder. “Hey, Weinert, give me a hand here, would ya? It’s time to earn our pay.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Cargo Hold #2, TSS Vella Gulf, HD 69830 
 
    Calvin walked into the cargo hold to find Lieutenant Bradford halfway inside the warhead compartment of one of the Shaitan anti-ship missiles. A large number of components lay in the vicinity, and the Ssselipsssiss Paxton stood looking over Lieutenant Bradford’s shoulder. 
 
    “What do you think?” Calvin asked. “Can you make it work?” 
 
    “Beats the hell out of me,” Lieutenant Bradford said. Engrossed in his work, he didn’t look up or stop what he was doing. After several seconds, he realized what he had said, and to whom. His head snapped up, and he jumped, banging his head on the edge of the opening as he tried to stand up quickly. 
 
    “I mean, it beats the hell out of me, sir,” Lieutenant Bradford added. He tried to come to a position of attention while still rubbing his head. It didn’t work well. “I really don’t have any idea what I’m doing with this. I see how it works, but I don’t see why. It shouldn’t work…but it does.”  
 
    “Maybe it’s some sort of field effect caused by those wires,” Paxton said. “What’s in them?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” the lieutenant replied. “Copper? Could be gold, too, I guess.” 
 
    “In a Shaitan weapon?” Calvin asked. “I don’t think so. They don’t have copper or gold in their universe.” 
 
    “Huh,” Lieutenant Bradford replied. He peered back into the compartment. “You may be onto something. Let me check this out.” 
 
    He detached one of the wires and slit the protective sheathing from it. It immediately began sparking ferociously, like a children’s sparkler on steroids, and flames burst out along the length of where the metal had been exposed. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Bradford yelled as several sparks landed on his uniform sleeve. Although the uniform was fire retardant and didn’t catch fire, the sleeve charred as the sparks burned through. He dropped the wire to the deck, and Paxton grabbed a fire extinguisher as the cargo hold fire alarms began sounding. The fire extinguisher put the flames out, but as soon as the stream was turned off, the wire ignited again. 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” Paxton yelled. 
 
    “Nothing,” Calvin said, nodding to where the wire lay. It had already degraded down to almost nothing. A line on the deck showed where the wire had been, with a small flame coming from the portion that was still protected by the rubber sheathing. 
 
    “What’s going on?” asked the head of the damage control team as they poured into the hold, looking for the source of the alarms. 
 
    “Nothing…now,” Calvin said. “We had a piece of wire that reacted badly to our atmosphere.” He glanced over to Bradford. “I’m pretty sure it won’t happen again.” 
 
    “No, sir!” Bradford exclaimed. “I won’t do that again.” He cocked his head as he looked back into the missile. “But that gives me an idea…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CO’s Conference Room, TSS Vella Gulf, HD 69830 
 
    “It’s got something to do with the field generated by the weird metal from the Jinn Universe,” Lieutenant Bradford said. “I’m sorry; I should have thought about that before.” 
 
    “Is the effect repeatable?” Captain Sheppard replied. “I mean, can we upsize it enough to jump the whole ship? When we try this crazy plan, I don’t want to jump into the past only to find out the jump bubble wasn’t big enough, and the area of effect didn’t include the motors. Being stuck somewhere in the past without motors would be an awfully poor way to end this voyage.”  
 
    “I’ve had the same thought,” Lieutenant Bradford said, “and I intend to engineer this with extra capacity, rather than skimp around the edges. I’d like to be able to come back home again, too, sir.” 
 
    “So it’s going to be possible to try this?” 
 
    “Well…maybe. We’ll need to get a bunch more of the metal in the wires in order to build a working model of the device. That’s not the problem.” 
 
    “I don’t know if you’ve looked around recently, but we don’t have a big supply of Jinn Universe metal just lying around,” Captain Sheppard said. “If that’s not a big enough problem for you, what is?” 
 
    “Well, sir, the real problem is going to be whether we can generate enough power to make it work. The missile I was looking at, which is relatively small, took nearly all the power the destroyer launching it could provide for about 10 seconds in order for its time-jump module to have enough energy to jump the missile just a few seconds in time. Apparently, time-jumping uses massive amounts of power, and now we’re looking at jumping a cruiser-sized object millennia into the past. Even if there are some economies of scale, we’re still going to need an enormous amount of power to make this happen.” 
 
    “We’ll hopefully have the Sila power grid to energize it,” Captain Sheppard said. “Is 14,000 terawatts a second going to be enough to make it happen?” 
 
    “With the right capacitors…maybe,” Bradford said. He cocked his head as he calculated. “It’s going to be close.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five  
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Shuttle, Planet Golirion, HD 69830 
 
    The shuttle eased its way through the foliage. The massive trees bent away from the shuttle, then seemed to snap back toward it, barely missing its sides.  
 
    “This is just as little fun the second time as it was the first,” Calvin said as he slowly flew the shuttle toward the landing pad several hundred feet below. “I’m all for keeping the jungle as green as possible, but you’d think they could carve out a decent landing pad. Maybe in the desert or something.” 
 
    “You know how the Aesir are about nature,” the CO said. 
 
    “I know,” Calvin replied. “Still…” He made a couple more minute adjustments. “There. We’re down.” He wiped the sweat from his brow. “Next time, it’s someone else’s turn to do that.” 
 
    “Oh, come on—heroes are supposed to get us down safely,” the CO said with a smile. He patted Calvin on the shoulder and turned for the door. 
 
    “You know—” Calvin started, but the CO was already gone. He sighed and quickly ran through the shutdown checklist, then he rushed outside to join the CO. 
 
    As he came down the ramp, he could see the CO and Master Chief talking with the Thor and the queen, with a number of other Aesir standing around looking uncomfortable. 
 
    “Greetings, Thor,” he said, bowing to Silvermoon. “Greetings, Your Highness,” he said as he bowed to the queen. He nodded toward one of the knots of Aesir facing away from them as if on guard. “What’s up with them?” 
 
    The Thor chuckled. “They know your dragon is about to appear, and it irritates them.”  
 
    “Why’s that?” Calvin asked. “She’s never done anything to harm any of them, has she? Generally, I found her to be pretty…uh…nice, when I was around her.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I’ve ever heard a dragon called ‘nice’ before,” the CO said. 
 
    Calvin shrugged. “Well, she is. Except when she’s eating her enemies, anyway.” He winked. “Just don’t become her enemy, and she’s really friendly.” 
 
    The Thor smiled. “That’s not it. What they hate is not being able to contact her, yet she usually shows up when and where she’s needed. Even our best Eco Warriors haven’t been able to pull that off yet. They think if they could, they’d be able to do a lot more good—stop forest fires before they start, help injured animals, and all those kinds of things.” 
 
    “I’m still not sold on the whole clairvoyant thing,” Master Chief said. “It seems so mumbo jumbo and hocus—” His voice cut off suddenly as the massive shape of Bordraab appeared next to him. “Damn it!” he exclaimed, jumping to the side. “Why does you always have to do that?!” 
 
    “Were you going to say, ‘hocus pocus?’” Bordraab asked. Her head snaked down and turned so one of her giant, golden eyes was next to Master Chief’s face. “And it’s easy to appear next to you, because you have a certain—” she sniffed loudly, “—smell that attracts me.” Her lips pulled up in what would have been a smile…if it hadn’t revealed her pointy, eight-inch-long teeth. 
 
    To Master Chief’s credit, he stood his ground, mostly, although he did lean back slightly. Calvin was impressed; it took everything he had to hold his bowels in check while standing next to the giant silver dragon, and he wasn’t the focus of its attention. 
 
    “Hi, Bordraab,” Calvin said, steeling himself, but knowing he needed to take her focus from Master Chief. “How have you been?” 
 
    The dragon composed herself and looked down on Calvin from 20 feet up. “I am fine, thank you. The people on this planet in my universe are very happy to feed me for promising not to eat their livestock or go stomping through their fields. I suspect when it is time to go, I will leave behind a number of new legends and tales. They didn’t have dragons in their mythologies…but I am sure they will now. Is it time to go?”  
 
    “It’s time for us to go,” Calvin said. He looked at the dragon and then at the shuttle. “I didn’t realize you were coming, though. I don’t have any idea how we’re going to get you up to orbit—you’re not going to fit in that shuttle!” 
 
    “Not unless I can make myself smaller, anyway.” 
 
    “What? Can you take the shape of a human?” 
 
    Bordraab made a sound like steam escaping a boiler. “Not hardly. The amount of mass I would have to shed would be…well, let’s just say it would be really awkward. That said, though, I can make myself somewhat smaller. Excuse me a moment.” 
 
    The dragon walked off into the jungle, knocking down smaller trees and ripping off bark from the ones she passed if there wasn’t enough room.  
 
    “Where is she going?” asked one of the Thor’s guards. 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure,” Calvin said. 
 
    A roar shook the valley from the direction of where Bordraab had last been seen, scattering the local avians and small ground animals. A few moments later, a much smaller silver dragon—about half her original size—could be seen making its way toward them. 
 
    “That’s incredible,” Calvin said. “How were you able to do it?” 
 
    “You can’t live as long as I have without picking up a few skills,” Bordraab replied. “It is not unlike the Eco Warriors of the Aesir. I am able to manipulate my cell structure somewhat. I also shed a little water weight, which is the reason I needed to be alone to do it.” 
 
    “Sounded like it hurt,” Master Chief noted. 
 
    “More than I could ever tell you,” Bordraab replied. “Still, I believe it was worth it. I think I will now fit in your shuttle, although I will need a significant amount of fluids when we reach orbit to restore myself.” 
 
    She began walking toward the shuttle then stopped and looked over her shoulder. “Well? Are you coming? We are under a time crunch, after all.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Kakatcha System 
 
    “The equipment is stabilizing,” Steropes said as the ship completed the jump. “Launching probes.” A variety of probes were launched from the ship in all directions, expanding the ship’s sensor net and giving them a better chance of detecting any ships or civilizations in the system. They looked for a number of signs of life, from power usage, to anomalous gravity spikes, to electromagnetic radiation. 
 
    “Nothing, sir,” the sensor operator said after scanning the planet below. “I don’t see any signs of habitation at all. There are, however, abnormally high radiation levels in the atmosphere, which may have something to do with it.” 
 
    “That’s weird,” the CO said.  
 
    “Why’s that?” Bordraab asked from the shuttle bay. Although she’d made herself “smaller,” she was nowhere close to being small enough to transit the ship’s passageways, so the crew had set up a number of cameras and viewscreens so she could participate in conferences on the bridge and the CO’s conference room.  
 
    “Most of the planets we’ve found to be inhabited in one universe have been inhabited in the other universe as well. This is the same planet your people live on in your universe, but there’s no one here in our universe, nor is there any indication there was ever a civilization here. As the planet is reasonably close to both Golirion and Jotunheimr, I’d have thought it would be inhabited, for sure, even with the greater than normal radiation. I’d have thought the Aesir at least would’ve figured out a way to either live here in spite of it, or would have worked to lessen the radiation levels.” 
 
    “I can tell you why no one lives here,” Bordraab said. 
 
    “Really?” the CO asked. “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Because early on we figured out how to cross universes and came over and ate everyone.” 
 
    There was a long, awkward pause as everyone avoided looking at Bordraab’s monitor, but when the CO finally looked at her, he could see her shaking. “I am kidding with you!” she finally exclaimed with a roar. “That isn’t what happened at all.” 
 
    Most of the bridge crew joined the CO in a round of nervous laughter. “Okay,” the CO said, “if you didn’t eat them, why’s the planet really uninhabited?” 
 
    “This is one of the boundary systems between the Aesir and the Jotunn,” Bordraab replied. “They mentioned it when they brought me from my world. This planet was alternately colonized by the Jotunn and the Aesir, but each time, one of them would use nuclear weapons on the other’s colony to wipe them out. Both of them finally decided the planet wasn’t defensible and stopped trying. It was also highly irradiated by then, too. From what I understood, it is almost livable again, and the Jotunn are going to try to establish a colony here.” 
 
    “I wonder if the Aesir know that?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “Probably not,” the CO said. “We may have to mention it to them when we go back through their system.” He looked at the planet on the viewscreen again. “Well, what do you think, Bordraab? Do we cross over to your universe now and give your people warning that we’re coming, or do we land on the planet and cross over to your universe there?” 
 
    “It really doesn’t matter,” Bordraab replied. 
 
    “I have to imagine there’s some benefit in not surprising a group of dragons,” Calvin said. “You never know; their first response might be to…I don’t know…want to eat us or something.” 
 
    “No. As I said, it won’t matter,” Bordraab said. “You won’t surprise them, I promise. You are aware I am clairalient, correct?” 
 
    “Yes,” Captain Shepard replied. “Although I don’t really know how that works.”  
 
    “My sense of smell is very different from the way you understand it; I have clairvoyant powers associated with smell and can sometimes get additional information through different scents. Just as I have a clairvoyant power based on smell, though, others of my race have similar powers. Just like there are five senses, there are also five psychic senses.” 
 
    “Okay,” Captain Shepard said. “I don’t understand how that’s pertinent.” 
 
    “It is quite simple; it doesn’t matter which way you approach my planet; they already know you’re coming.” 
 
    “Wait,” Calvin said. “If your people have all those abilities, how did the Jotunn sneak up and capture you?” 
 
    Bordraab made a sniffing noise that came through the mind link she was able to establish with people. “You are assuming they snuck up on us. They did not. We knew they were coming.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you prepare for them then?”  
 
    “Once again, you are assuming. We did prepare for them, and what we did is not relevant to this conversation. We also knew the easiest choice, in the long term, was for 10 of us to go with them back to their planet. We knew it was the right thing to do.” 
 
    “The right thing?” Captain Shepard asked. 
 
    “It was the choice with the most positive outcomes to our claircognizants. At the time, I thought that was because it was better to sacrifice 10 of our number to go with the Jotunn than to lose everyone in a failed attempt to fight them. Now, however, I see I was wrong. The choice to go with the Jotunn had additional long-term outcomes beyond the ones we thought were the most important.” 
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    The dragon looked at Calvin. “The outcome we chose was obviously the best outcome because I ended up meeting you.” 
 
    “How is that better?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “If, as you say, there is a master race coming who will wipe us out, and the only way to stop them is to use information from my people to go back in time and stop them…how would you have known to ask my people how far you need to go back if you had never met me? I was in the Jotunn jail at the right time to meet K-Mart, so I could meet you and lead you to my people.” 
 
    “Or that’s a lot of coincidences all stacked together,” Master Chief said. “Couldn’t you also have just called that ‘luck?’” 
 
    The humans got the sense of Bordraab sniffing again. “Where you see luck, I see precognizance. You, however, may call it what you like if it makes your tiny little minds feel better.” 
 
    “So, the bottom line is they know we’re coming,” Calvin said, trying to head off Master Chief’s retort. “It doesn’t matter which way we do it, because they’ll be ready, regardless.” 
 
    “That is correct.” Bordraab paused and then added, “I still smell disbelief from many of you. Perhaps a demonstration of this is necessary to make you believers. Captain Shepard?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Please stay in this universe. When we reach the planet, we will go down to it and cross over there. Then you will understand.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Plateau, Unknown Planet, Kakatcha System 
 
    “You’re sure this is the right spot?” asked the operations officer, Commander Dan Dacy, looking around the plateau. He’d co-piloted the shuttle with Calvin that brought Bordraab, the CO, Night, and Master Chief down to the planet. They were still in their own universe, but the planet looked like it was from a science fiction novel. Although the planet was in the “life zone” around its star and had a favorable climate and plenty of water, there was no life to be found.  
 
    The group had been somber on the way to the planet, and Calvin had to force himself to fly an economical profile; his subconscious wanted him to hurry at everything he did, as if everything was a race to beat the timeline they were under. 
 
    Bordraab looked up at Commander Dacy from the stream where she was drinking. With each giant mouthful of water, she seemed to expand, like someone blowing up a balloon. “As I have already told you, it is up to you,” she said, motioning to the plateau with one of her wings. “Are you happy to meet with my people in these surroundings? If not, you may choose somewhere else. It won’t matter to my people—they would want you to be comfortable and at ease.”  
 
    “Am I going to be comfortable dealing with a large number of dragons?” the CO asked. “Even just one is somewhat…intimidating.” 
 
    “That is up to you, of course, as are our surroundings.” 
 
    When everyone indicated the plateau was fine, she finished drinking and turned to Master Chief, as Commander Dacy returned to the shuttle. “Make a motion like you are going to sit down.” 
 
    “What?” Master Chief asked. 
 
    “You have doubted me all along, and it is time for you to become a believer.” Bordraab winked at Calvin. “I want you to take a position like you are about to sit down.” She nodded to Calvin, who had brought the box that enabled a group to jump to the other universe. “When I say now, press the button.” She turned back to Master Chief and reached forward to put the pad of one of her claws on his forehead. He did his best not to flinch away, but even he had a hard time staying steady when the enormous claw reached for him.  
 
    “Now!” Bordraab said, as she gave Master Chief a gentle—for her—push. Calvin pressed the button, and Master Chief fell backward…to land, seated, on a log in the other universe. His eyes opened wide, and his mouth fell open, but for once nothing came out. The group was in the center of a number of the dragons surrounding a fire, above which roasted several animals that looked like sheep on a spit. 
 
    A number of floral scents assailed their nostrils, almost like being in a well-tended garden. Although different, they didn’t seem to clash, but complemented each other, so the overall smell was something greater than the sum of its parts. 
 
    Just like they all seemed to smell differently, the dragons were a kaleidoscope of colors. The silver of Bordraab, as well as gold and red dragons, seemed to preponderate, but there were dragons from nearly everywhere along the spectrum. Despite the variety of colors, all had intelligent, focused, golden eyes that looked down on the group from a height of 15–20 feet. All had their wings tucked behind them so they could gather closer. 
 
    “Greetings,” said an enormous golden dragon—almost half again as big as Bordraab. Although the dragon also spoke out loud, Calvin could hear its voice simultaneously in his mind. 
 
    “Thank you,” Captain Shepard said with a smile, indicating the assembled dragons. “Obviously you knew we were coming.” 
 
    “As I’m sure Bordraab has told you, we have certain…abilities.”  
 
    “Yes,” the CO said. “Bordraab explained all of you have some sort of clairvoyance, but it can take many different forms.” 
 
    “That is correct,” the golden dragon said. “Just like you have five senses, there are five clairvoyant senses. My personal ability is claircognizance—I have the innate ability to know things. Some might call it intuition, but it is more than that. I knew, for example, that you would want to meet us here, so here we are.” 
 
    “Did you know we’d have Bordraab with us?” 
 
    “Unfortunately it doesn’t work like that for us; it is hard for us to use our senses on each other. While I could see you coming, I couldn’t see Bordraab with you. She is, however, very welcome; we were starting to wonder if she’d been killed by the Jotunn.” 
 
    “No,” Bordraab said, “I was saved by one of these people—these humans—but then I had to wait for them to need us so I could show them the way to the planet.” 
 
    “Which one of them saved you?” the golden dragon asked. “He or she must be rewarded.” 
 
    “It was one named Dan Knaus. Unfortunately he has passed on to the next world.” 
 
    “Still, if one of the humans helped you, we owe them a debt. Is that why they are here? To collect this debt?” 
 
    “They are here for information, although I am sure they would cheerfully accept that information in payment for the debt.” 
 
    The golden dragon cocked its head. “We owe them a debt, but they would settle it with information we would have freely given them anyway? This is a strange race.” 
 
    “It is indeed,” Bordraab replied, nodding. “Although they do not always do so, and they are sometimes led astray, in general, these humans want to do good deeds. They are now on a quest, although it is to save their own lives as much as everyone else’s in their universe.” 
 
    She stopped suddenly and sniffed, then smiled. 
 
    “Did you just have a clairalient vision?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “No,” Bordraab said. “The roast muggon smells done, and I haven’t had any of that in years. It’s time to eat.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “So what information is it that you are after?” asked the golden dragon, who had finally introduced himself as Thorion, once everyone was seated and portions of the roast had been distributed. “We do not get off planet very often, so I am not sure how much help we will be to you.” 
 
    The CO nodded to Calvin. “It’s your show. Go ahead.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Calvin looked up into the dragon’s golden eyes. “As Bordraab said, we’re on a quest. There’s an ancient Enemy in our universe who consumes most of a planet’s life force before moving on. Like a herd of locusts, they’ve depopulated our galaxy at least once, if not many times. Unfortunately the Enemy has returned, and we don’t have the means to fight them off. We’re hoping to go back in time, to a period of higher learning, to either fight them there or bring back the technology needed to fight them in our here and now. 
 
    “We have the technology—we think—to go back in time. We also have—once again, we think—the ability to power the device that will send us back in time. The problem is—” 
 
    “You don’t know how far back to go,” Thorion finished. 
 
    “That’s correct,” Calvin said. “We’re hoping you can use your powers to give us an estimate of how far back in time we need to go to get the technology we need. If you can also give us a system to start our search in, that would be helpful.” 
 
    Thorion made a rumbling noise in his throat; Calvin knew he was laughing. “You don’t ask for much, do you?” Thorion asked. “We aren’t even part of your universe!” 
 
    Calvin shrugged. “I don’t want to say you’re our only hope…but we really don’t have a better idea of how to gauge it.” 
 
    Thorion laughed again. “I was kidding,” he said. “It doesn’t matter that we haven’t been to your universe; we don’t need to—we have you. That is not to say that any of us will be able to give you the information you need, of course, but we do not need to have the history of your universe; we just need the people it is important to.” 
 
    “So you’ll help us?” the CO asked. 
 
    “We will try. That does not mean the information we give you will be exactly what you need, but we will do our best.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Meeting Center, Dragon Home World, Anti-Kakatcha System 
 
    The dragons had arranged accommodations for the Terrans at a nearby meeting center. As large as they were, they didn’t normally congregate in constructs like “cities;” most had ranch-like holdings where they raised their food animals. There were, however, times when a large number of them would need to meet to discuss something, and they’d built a conference facility on each of the continents where they could get together. The facility itself was huge—at over a mile on a side and 100 feet high, it was a marvel of engineering. It had to be; the individual meeting rooms were bigger than football fields back home. 
 
    Bordraab came and got them early in the morning so they could begin working with the dragons. They’d been in one guest room—due to the size difference, there was plenty of space for all of them in it. Master Chief had noted that the room’s furniture had probably been assembled by a dragon who liked working with miniatures, like some sort of war modeler back home.  
 
    Each of the Terrans had a number of the dragons to work with, but before they broke up, Bordraab gathered them together. “I know you have great hopes for this,” she said, “even if some of you are unbelievers.” She looked at Master Chief a moment, then continued, “There is no telling how each dragon will perceive the question, nor how each will answer it—or even if each of them can. Our clairvoyance functions differently between individuals, and even from one instance to another with the same person. Based on my own experience, I never know how it is going to work from one time to the next. 
 
    “Sometimes a stray scent will conjure up a picture of an event. Other times I can tell where someone has been just by catching a whiff of it, even though I have never been to that place before. I have never been able to track down events that happened in the past, but there are others of my kind who have done so. Sometimes the experience will be just the barest essence of an event or a place, while other times it can stop you in your tracks with its intensity. It is impossible to know what—if anything—any of my people will discern until it actually happens. 
 
    “Each of us has an aspect of clairvoyance. As you know, mine is clairalience—it happens through my sense of smell—but that is not how everyone’s clairvoyance works, and I want you to be prepared for a variety of experiences. Clairsentient dragons see objects through their sense of feel or touching things, clairaudient dragons perceive details through their auditory senses, claircognizant dragons recognize information through an intrinsic sense of knowing or intuition, and clairgustant dragons identify items through their ability to taste them.” 
 
    “Wait,” Master Chief said. “Taste them? Does that mean they’re going to have to eat us to help us?” 
 
    Bordraab chuckled. “It’s nothing like that, I can assure you. They are able to sense things with just a lick; they don’t need to consume you.” 
 
    Calvin let out a breath he didn’t know he’d been holding. “That’s good; it wouldn’t have taken too many bites from someone your size before there wasn’t much left of me.” 
 
    Several other dragons walked up. “If you are ready, then,” Bordraab said, “we will begin. Each of the dragons will take you to your meeting rooms, and we will cycle through each. Due to our size differences, it is probably easier for us to move about rather than you.” 
 
    The CO looked down the central passageway. It was bigger than most superhighways back home. He nodded. “That would probably be best.” 
 
    The group split up, and Calvin ended up with a slightly-smaller-than-most black dragon. They walked for about a quarter of a mile in silence before coming to a room. “We will be in here,” the dragon said. 
 
    “Okay,” Calvin replied, somewhat overwhelmed with the process. “Now what?” 
 
    “Now you talk,” the dragon said. “I did not want to start until we got here.” 
 
    “What am I supposed to talk about?” 
 
    “About whatever you want me to discern for you. While I know your mission and your quest, it is better to hear it from you in person.” 
 
    Calvin took a deep breath and let it out, trying to figure out where to start. Obviously this was a clairaudient dragon. “Well, we’re here because we want to go back in time, but we don’t know how far back to go, and we’re hoping you’ll be able to help us figure out the best time to arrive there.” 
 
    “Would you like the information to the day, the hour, or the second?” 
 
    “You can predict it to the second?” 
 
    “Of course not,” the dragon said with a chuckle. “I am hoping to get an indication of when the right time is. It probably will not be to the second, but the more you focus on the event and what you are looking for, the closer I may get to figuring out when that is. Describe exactly what you are looking for.” The dragon closed its eyes and rested its head on the floor. 
 
    “We’re looking for a time when they had weapons that are more powerful than ours,” Calvin said. When the dragon didn’t move, he added, “We’re also looking for better shields and defenses.” The dragon still didn’t move. “We currently have lasers and grasers, but we need something that’ll be better than that. And missiles that will be hard to defend against.”  
 
    When the dragon still didn’t move he asked, “Is any of that helping?” 
 
    The dragon opened one eye. “I’m not getting anything so far. Keep going.” 
 
    “We’d like to go back to a time where they had the technology and weapons we could use to beat the Enemy. We would like to join the Progenitors and, with their aid, destroy the Enemy at that time, so they don’t exist in the present time.” He paused, then asked, “Did that help?” 
 
    “Not really. I still have yet to get any indication.” 
 
    “What does that mean? That such a time doesn’t exist? That there’s no time we can go back to when we’ll get the weapons we need to overcome the Enemy?” 
 
    “It is impossible to know,” the dragon replied. “Clairvoyance is tricky, and I cannot force myself to have a vision—in fact, the more I force, the less likely it is that I will determine anything. With me, sometimes it is a matter of saying the right word or hearing the right sound. Perhaps you have yet to reach the crux of your problem.” The dragon gave a very human shrug. “Then again, it is also possible that such a time does not exist, and that there are no weapons to be gained that can be used to defeat your Enemy.” 
 
    “Well, shit.” 
 
    “That doesn’t seem to help, either,” the dragon said. “Is there anything else you can tell me?” 
 
    “Only that the Enemy is way more advanced than us. It broke through all our artificial intelligence’s defenses faster than the AI could stop it, and it disabled our weapons and shields, leaving us wide open to its attacks.” 
 
    “So you do not really need better weapons? You need to be able to use the ones you have?” 
 
    “I…I don’t really know,” Calvin said, his face getting hot. “I never really looked at it that way. Since we never got to fire a single shot at it, I don’t know what it would take to hurt the ship—something big, I guess, because it’s huge—but actually being able to use the ones we had would be a start. We need better computer technology, networking, and cyber defenses to keep the Enemy out of our systems so we can use them.” Calvin nodded once. “That would be a good start.” 
 
    “Then you should go back 57,357 years. That would be a good start.” 
 
    “What?” Calvin asked. “What’s 57,357 years in the past?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” the dragon said, “but that is the number that resonated within me when you said, ‘That would be a good start.’ I cannot tell you why that is, only that 57,357 years ago is ‘a good start’ to finding the information you need.” 
 
    “When you say ‘start,’ does that mean we’ll need to go to more times, or is that when we’ll find the answers we’re looking for?” 
 
    “I cannot tell you. As vivid as the experience was for me, it is gone now. All I can tell you is 57,357 is a good start. Whatever else you need to do is up to you.” 
 
    Although Calvin talked with the dragon for another five minutes, the dragon wasn’t able to come up with anything else. Eventually, a large red dragon stuck his head into the room. “My turn,” he noted. 
 
    “Good luck,” the black dragon said as he walked toward the door. “I hope you find what you’re looking for.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Calvin replied, “and thank you for your help!” 
 
    The dragon nodded once, then he left, leaving Calvin with the massive red dragon, who had his head cocked at him. “Yes,” Calvin asked. “What is your talent?” 
 
    “I am a claircognizant.” 
 
    “So…what am I supposed to do to help?” 
 
    “Whatever you think best.” 
 
    “We’re on a quest to defeat an unbeatable Enemy, who is greatly more advanced than we are.” 
 
    “When you say ‘we,’ who do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean the ship full of Terrans.” 
 
    “Is it only the Terrans who are fighting this Enemy?” 
 
    “Well, we’re the only one it’s spoken to—that we know of anyway—although we have allies in this fight.” 
 
    “Who are these allies?” 
 
    “Well, there are the Mrowry, the Aesir, and I suspect the Archons will be on our side, although we haven’t contacted them yet.” 
 
    “And those are all your allies?” 
 
    “There are also the Jotunn, I suppose. They used to be our enemies, but if faced with this enemy, I suspect they’ll help us, too. Oh, and the Sila…although they’re in this universe, along with you, so they really can’t help us an awful lot.” 
 
    “And those are all your allies? Those are everyone joining you on this quest? Everyone in your ship is a Terran, a Mrowry, an Aesir, or a Jotunn?” 
 
    “No,” Calvin said, after a moment’s thought. “We also have five Ssselipsssiss onboard, but they’re really no more than kids.” 
 
    “Are they enemies who are no longer enemies?” the dragon asked. 
 
    “Well, yeah, sort of,” Calvin said. “I’m not sure they’re friends, but they were formerly enemies, and now we have some shared experiences. Their father, right before he was killed, gave them to me to raise, not that they really need raising. They already have plenty of skills I wish they didn’t.” 
 
    “Raise them as your own? Their father was an enemy, but now they would no longer be considered your enemies?” 
 
    “I think that’s a fair statement,” Calvin said. “We also helped out their race and have a détente of sorts with them now. They may not be our allies, but they’re no longer our enemies.” He paused and cocked his head. “Why? What about them?” 
 
    “When I first looked at you, my first thought was, ‘Seek the enemy who is not your enemy.’” 
 
    “Seek them? And do what with them?” 
 
    “I do not know, but I know they will be important in solving your problem. Do not be afraid to trust enemies who aren’t your enemies.” 
 
    “Is that the five Ssselipsssiss, or is it someone else entirely?” 
 
    “Once again, I do not know, but I know a no-longer-enemy will be important in defeating your Enemy.” 
 
    That was all the red dragon was able to see, and after a few more minutes, he left, to be replaced by a green dragon who was smaller by half than any of the other dragons Calvin had seen so far. Although much smaller than the other dragons, it was still forty feet long from nose to tail, and hugely intimidating when it walked straight toward Calvin and ducked its head toward him, mouth open. 
 
    “Hey!” Calvin yelled, diving to the side. “Help!” 
 
    The dragon’s head reared back. “What?” it asked. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” the red dragon asked, re-entering the space. 
 
    “He looked like he was going to eat me!” Calvin said, pointing at the green dragon. 
 
    “Ha!” the red dragon exclaimed. “She is the most headstrong of her generation. If we cannot control her, it is unlikely you can either. If she had wanted to eat you, you would be in her belly.” The red dragon walked out, laughing. 
 
    “You weren’t trying to eat me?” Calvin asked, getting up from the floor, but keeping his distance. 
 
    “Of course not. You are not from this universe. You would probably give me indigestion. That is just stupid.” 
 
    “Well, what were you doing, then?” 
 
    “I’m clairgustant,” the dragon replied. “My powers—which are stronger than all the adults’ powers, thank you very much—run on my sense of taste. How am I supposed to help you if I do not lick you?” 
 
    “You could have warned me…” 
 
    “It was my understanding that they did warn you about how some of our powers worked.” 
 
    “Well, they did, but…” Calvin looked at the floor. “You still could have warned me,” he muttered. 
 
    “Are you done being a baby?” the dragon asked. “I thought you didn’t have much time.” 
 
    “We don’t.” 
 
    “Well, good, come over here then so we can do this.” 
 
    Calvin reluctantly eased his way closer to the dragon. “What do…what do I need to do?” 
 
    “Nothing. Just stand there and let me lick you. It won’t hurt a bit.” 
 
    Calvin closed his eyes. “Okay, go ahead.” 
 
    He could sense the dragon moving closer and feel her head close to his. He tried not to flinch as she licked his arm. Although he had some success, the feel of her sandpaper-like tongue caused goosebumps to run down his back as she licked his face. 
 
    “No!” she roared. “No! No! No!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After the green dragon’s outburst, she ran from the room. After a few minutes, Bordraab came in and asked, “Could you come with me, please?” 
 
    “Sure,” Calvin said. “What’d I do? Do I taste bad?” 
 
    “No, it’s nothing like that. It’s just…perhaps you better wait until we are all gathered together.” 
 
    After a few minutes, they reached a large space where several dragons were gathered, along with the CO and Master Chief. “What’s going on?” Calvin asked as he approached them. 
 
    “We don’t know yet,” the CO replied. He pointed to where Thorion, the small green dragon, and two other dragons were speaking as Bordraab joined them. “They were all excited about something.” 
 
    “Excited,” Master Chief said, “but not in a good way. Pissed off is more like. The little green one was mad about something—she kept yelling ‘No!’—and they were trying to calm her down.” 
 
    “I know,” Calvin said. “It was something she tasted on me.” 
 
    “So you’re the cause of all this?” the CO asked. “Why does that not surprise me?” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything, Skipper; honest I didn’t. She licked me and then went running off.” 
 
    The dragons broke up their conversation and Thorion, Bordraab, and the green dragon approached them. 
 
    “It seems we have an issue,” Thorion said. “Unfortunately I am not sure how we can solve it.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, I’m sure there’s a solution,” the CO said. “What’s the problem?” 
 
    “The problem,” Bordraab said, taking over, “is our daughter here wants to go along with you.” 
 
    “That is not what I said!” the green dragon exclaimed. “I do not want—” 
 
    “What she saw,” Thorion interrupted, “was you would not be successful in your quest if she does not go with you. She, however, does not want to leave the planet, so she is in a bit of a quandary. She knows what the right thing to do is; however, she does not want to do it.” 
 
    “Well, no disrespect meant,” the CO said, “but there isn’t a lot of space to take a dragon along who doesn’t want to be there. Even just having Bordraab with us coming here made life onboard…complicated. Besides, I don’t want to take your daughter with us, as I can’t be sure when—or if—we’ll ever make it back.” 
 
    “I understand that, but you obviously missed what my daughter saw—you won’t be successful if she doesn’t come with you.” 
 
    “I understand that,” the CO said. “Is it possible, however, that she might be wrong? Or maybe misinterpreting whatever it was she saw?” 
 
    The green dragon shook her head. “That is impossible. I have never been wrong.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Our daughter is one of the best clairvoyants we have. While her flashes of clairvoyance do not occur frequently, so far, she has never been wrong.” 
 
    The CO shrugged. “There’s a first time for everything, right?” 
 
    “She does not think so,” Thorion replied. 
 
    “So what do we do?” 
 
    “We are going to give her the night to think it over,” Bordraab replied, making eye contact with Thorion. 
 
    “We don’t have a lot of time—we need to leave in the morning.” 
 
    “We realize that,” Thorion said, “and you will have your answer in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Axlyptrix has come to a decision,” Bordraab said when they got back together again the next morning. “Trixie has decided to join you in your quest.” 
 
    “Trixie?” Calvin asked, looking at the young dragon. Where most dragons held their heads up proudly, hers was laid back, almost resting on her body, with her eyes half open. “She doesn’t look very excited about it.” 
 
    “That is our nickname for her,” Bordraab replied, “and I did not say she was happy about it. She is, however, resigned to her fate. As are we, who will have to watch her go.” 
 
    “What brought about the change?” 
 
    “We have had multiple readings across the spectrum of our clairvoyance, and if she does not, your world—no, your galaxy—will be destroyed.” 
 
    “How do you know for sure? What have your people seen?” 
 
    “The problem is not what they have seen,” Bordraab replied. “It is what they have not seen. They cannot get a good reading on your civilization, or any of the other ones we are aware of.” 
 
    “You’re telling us they don’t exist anymore in that universe,” Captain Sheppard said. 
 
    “Yes—” 
 
    “We do not know for sure,” Thorion interrupted. “It may be that there is something blocking our abilities, or a key point that hasn’t happened yet that is disrupting them. We have seen this before. Everyone in your galaxy will not necessarily die.” 
 
    “Yes, they will,” Trixie said, her voice full of certainly. “It is very simple. If I go, you have a chance of success. If I don’t go, you don’t.” 
 
    “But there’s something else, isn’t there?” Calvin asked. “There’s something you aren’t telling us.” 
 
    “Trixie does not believe she will return if she goes,” Bordraab replied when her daughter looked away. “While she has tasted your part of this clearly, she has not been able to foretell her return at all.” 
 
    “But I thought your race couldn’t foretell what was going to happen to yourselves,” Calvin said. “Have you tried having any of the other dragons look into her future?” 
 
    “I…we…” Bordraab’s voice trickled off to nothing. 
 
    “Yes,” Thorion said, taking over again. “We have asked some of our friends what they foresee for Trixie, but none of them have anything to add. It appears, to all involved, that if our daughter leaves with you, she will not return.” 
 
    “But you don’t know that,” Captain Sheppard said. 
 
    “No, we do not…but even I find it unlikely so many of our people would be totally wrong.” 
 
    “Well, then, keep her here,” Captain Sheppard replied. “We’ve been through worse. We’ll get through this, too.” 
 
    “We wanted to,” Thorion replied. “And, all things being equal, we would have.” 
 
    “But?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “But it is not their choice to make,” Trixie said, lifting her head. “If this is to be my fate, then I will accept it. What is the life of one dragon compared with the salvation of an entire galaxy?” 
 
    “So if you come, we’ll be successful?” Calvin asked. Even he could hear the hope in his voice. 
 
    “No, that is not it at all,” Bordraab said. “If she goes, it is still unlikely you will be successful. Most of our forecasts show that even if she goes, your galaxy will still die. That is why we do not want her to go—we do not want her to throw her life away on something that is unlikely to be successful.” 
 
    “But as I already said, it is not their choice to make.” Trixie stared at her mother for a moment and then added, “I am over the age of consent.” 
 
    Thorion snorted, and what looked like smoke came out of his nostrils. “Barely. Yes, you are more than a century old, but you are still young and nowhere near as smart as you think you are.” 
 
    “That much I understand,” Captain Sheppard said. “Some things are common across races.” 
 
    “I thought you were on a short timeline,” Trixie said, looking at the CO. “Should we not be leaving, rather than discussing me like I am not standing in your midst?” 
 
    “Indeed we should,” Captain Sheppard said. “Thank you very much for your assistance and allowing your daughter to come with us—” 
 
    “As if they had a choice,” Trixie muttered. 
 
    “—and with your permission, we’ll be on our way.” He bowed to the older dragons. 
 
    “Safe journeys,” Thorion replied, and the humans turned and walked toward their ship. They stopped a respectful distance away to wait for Trixie, giving the family a few moments to say their goodbyes in private.  
 
    After a few moments of nuzzling, Trixie followed them, giving every impression of someone who was walking toward her doom. Trixie caught up with them, then looked over her shoulder once and gave a very human sniff. 
 
    “You don’t have to do this,” Calvin said. “We’ll find a way without you.” 
 
    “No, you will not,” Trixie said. “And besides, there is more I did not tell them.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “They were so busy doing divinations on your society, no one thought to look at ours. What they do not know is, if you are not successful, our civilization dies, too.” 
 
    “What? How?” 
 
    “I do not know,” Trixie replied. “But there are a lot of people in your universe who know about mine. Do you think it is possible, out of all those people, not a single one would offer to sell out our universe—to tell your Enemy that we exist—in an effort to save their own lives? Or maybe those of their family?” 
 
    Calvin sighed. “Yeah, I can imagine there are people who would. Perhaps not in the Mrowry or in the Archon societies, but I’m sure there’d be some humans who would.” 
 
    “And if even one did so…” 
 
    “The Enemy would find your universe and kill you all, too.” 
 
    “Exactly. So even if I do not go…” 
 
    “You’ll still die in the end, along with the rest of your society.” 
 
    “Exactly.” She sniffed again. “At least this way, I get to die a hero.” 
 
    “Who knows?” Calvin said, giving the young dragon a smile, “maybe we’ll figure all this out and get you home again, safe and sound.” 
 
    “That would be nice,” Trixie said. “Unfortunately, if there is one thing I know, it is that my returning home is not going to happen. I will never make it back here again.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CO’s Conference Room, TSS Vella Gulf, Kakatcha System 
 
    “I’m glad you’re back!” Lieutenant Bradford said. “The dragon in the shuttle bay is going to make it a lot harder to do simulations, but she seems nice enough. I enjoyed talking to her mom, so I’m guessing she’ll be nice, too.” 
 
    “Is there a reason you wanted us to get together here before we left the system?” the CO asked. 
 
    “Oops! Yes, sir, there is. I wanted to talk to you about the time machine.” 
 
    “The time machine?” the CO asked. “That’s what we’re calling it now?” 
 
    “Well, we had to call it something,” Bradford said, looking hurt. “And, honestly, that’s what it is—a device to take us back in time. It got really hard trying to talk about it without having a name—” 
 
    “Time machine is fine,” Captain Sheppard interrupted. “Do you think you’re going to get it to work?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. The other engineers and I are at least 60% certain we could get it to work if we had the right things.” 
 
    “There’s two things I don’t like about that sentence.” 
 
    “Let me guess. You would like a higher percentage?” 
 
    “Yes, I would. Pretend my life—and all the lives in this galaxy—” 
 
    “And my galaxy!” added Trixie, who was watching by video chat. The crew—with the CO’s permission—had kept the audio and video links her mother had to the bridge in place for her. 
 
    “—and the lives of two galaxies,” the CO amended, “are depending on you getting this time machine of yours to work. If it doesn’t, we’re all going to die. Sixty percent is not what I would call overwhelmingly favorable.” 
 
    “Well, no sir, it’s not, but that’s the going rate between the engineers. Personally, I give it at least an 85% chance we’re going to go some-when, but not everyone is as optimistic as I am. One of our engineers says there’s no way at all the thing can work. For that matter, he doesn’t believe the missiles actually do what we say they do.” 
 
    “Really? Have you shown him the tapes of the weapons working?” 
 
    “Yes, but he thinks there’s something else at play there—perhaps a mini black hole is generated which just transports you to somewhere else and back. If he’s right, and we’re not actually dealing with a time-based weapon, then he’s correct that our plan won’t work.” 
 
    “Is he?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, sir.” Bradford shrugged. “Most of the other engineers think he’s wrong, too, but it is possible. We haven’t been able to feed the…well, I’m still going to call them the time-generating motors, enough power to get them to make a big enough difference that we can say for sure whether it’s a time-based effect or not. I’m pretty sure it is, though.” 
 
    “And you can calibrate it enough to get us to the right time?” 
 
    “To be honest, I have no idea how close we’ll get. Without experimenting, I can’t say for sure if the energy required is a straight-line function of the amount of time to be traveled, or whether there are energy savings the further back you want to go. Or if more energy is required, either. I just don’t know. I also don’t know whether the amount of material affects the amount of energy required. We’re going to make some guesses and do our best.” 
 
    Captain Sheppard nodded. “The other thing I didn’t like was that you made it sound like you don’t have what you need to make the device functional.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Bradford replied. “We’re missing a number of things we’ll need to make the system work. First and foremost, we’re going to need a receiver the Sila can direct the energy into. It has to be able to accept their stream without melting or blowing up. Melting would probably be the worst thing, because then the energy beam would cut through the ship like a knife.” 
 
    “We don’t want that,” the CO said. “My tasking to you was to take the whole ship back in time, not to cut it into pieces.” 
 
    Bradford smiled. “Yes, sir, I know. Building the dish shouldn’t be that difficult, nor should mounting it to the hull or wiring it into the system. We’ll need higher capacity wires—and everything else, of course—but we can make those in the replicator enroute. We’ll also need higher capacity capacitors and—” 
 
    “Okay,” the CO interrupted. “You’re going to need access to the replicator and a lot of supplies to build stuff. I don’t need to know what all of it is right now; I just need to know if you can do it. Can you?” 
 
    “Well, some of the things will be difficult, but nothing is impossible, at least as far as our universe’s tech goes. We have everything we need. What we don’t have is more of the Jinn Universe wiring to separate the module far enough that we can get the area of effect to encompass the entire ship. As it is now, we are a little short, and we’re guessing—unless we get more cabling—we’re going to leave about 15 feet of ship behind.” 
 
    “Is that the bow or stern…or both?” Sheppard asked. 
 
    “Whatever you want it to be,” Bradford replied. “Right now, based on where it’s placed, that’s 15 feet of bow, since I thought it would be important to have the motors with us. We could move the device forward, but then we’d leave behind a large chunk of motors.” 
 
    “We definitely need the motors.” Bradford nodded. “So what’s your plan?” 
 
    “Well, Option A is to weld everything shut at Frame 20, and then when we jump, we’ll just leave everything forward of it behind. It will, however, result in the loss of our chase armaments, it’ll cause some issues with our shields, and there’ll be some other, less important, issues.” 
 
    “Okay, I don’t like that,” Sheppard said. “What’s Option B?” 
 
    “We find some more wiring. With about 25 feet of cabling, I can make sure we have adequate coverage the length of the ship.” 
 
    “I like Option B a lot better.” Sheppard looked up at the view screen. “Trixie, does your society have the cabling he needs?” 
 
    “No, Captain Sheppard, I’m afraid we do not. Your Lieutenant Bradford showed me what he needed, but we do not have refined metal like that.” 
 
    “So, Calvin,” the CO asked, his eyes running down the table, “where are we going to get it?”  
 
    “It’ll have to be from the Sila civilization in the anti-Mrowry system. We have to go there anyway to get the power we need, and it’s obvious they have wiring; they have to, in order to transmit the power from place to place. My advice would be to go there, play nicely with them so we can get the wire we need, and then make the jump.” 
 
    “I expect they’ll have the wiring we need,” Bradford said, “although I don’t think we can take it as a given they will. There are other methods of power transmission that don’t involve wires, and maybe the aliens use something else instead, like how they beam it to the surface of the planet.” 
 
    Calvin frowned. “Are you saying they send a high intensity laser power beam from house to house?” 
 
    “Well, no, that wouldn’t work very well, either, and would be somewhat dangerous,” Bradford said. “Still, we have to acknowledge the fact that there may be alternate transmission systems we are unaware of.” 
 
    “Understood.” The CO nodded. “Hopefully they’ll have some wire, and they’ll share it with us.” 
 
    “And if they don’t want to share?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “Then you’re going to have to go and take it from them.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Grrrnow Orbit, 61 Virginis 
 
    The rest of the trip to Grrnow went smoothly, although tensions were high. 
 
    “Holy…” the DSO muttered upon entering the system.  
 
    “Could you be a little more specific, DSO?” the CO asked. 
 
    “It looks like the Mrowry intend to make their stand here,” Steropes said from the science position. “They’ve amassed an impressive fleet, and it looks like they’ve completely converted all their economy to war. In addition to the ships, there are a number of defensive platforms they’ve built, as well as asteroids that have been towed into orbit that they’re placing missiles on.” 
 
    “It won’t make any difference,” Calvin said. 
 
    “No, it won’t,” agreed the CO. “However, when you’re faced with the end of your civilization, some races will do everything they can to avoid it. We certainly would. Sure, there’d be some people who’d want to roll over and die, and who would just accept it—but you and I would do anything we could to prevent it.” 
 
    Calvin nodded. “I’m sure we would. Even if it included jumping fifty-seven thousand years into the past.” 
 
    The CO smiled. “I’m sure we’d try.” 
 
    “We’re being hailed by Emperor Yazhak,” the comms officer reported. 
 
    “On screen,” the CO ordered. 
 
    “We were starting to wonder if you would make it back in time,” Emperor Yazhak said when he appeared. “You didn’t tell me when the exact date of the Enemy’s return was, but I knew it had to be getting close.” 
 
    “We’re supposed to have two more days,” the CO said. “Which is good, because we still have a couple of preparations we need to make, including finalizing the deal with the Sila to use their power beam. Hopefully we can get them to give us some additional cabling, as we don’t have enough to run our jump modules and the time machine.” 
 
    “Time machine, eh? That’s what you’re calling it now?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s the stuff of a bad science fiction novel, I know, but—like a lot of what started as science fiction—it isn’t fiction anymore.” 
 
    “So you’ll be going to the Jinn Universe?” 
 
    “Yes, we’d like to get that set up as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I understand. If you have time, though, I would love it if you would take a look at our defensive posture and see if there’s anything we’re missing or anything you think would be more beneficial to fighting the Enemy when they come.” 
 
    “I’d be glad to take a look.” 
 
    The emperor’s shoulders slumped. “I can tell by your tone of voice you don’t think it will make any difference.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Brother, but I don’t know if there’s anything that’ll make a difference.” The CO sighed. “Still, hopefully they won’t get here for a while, and you’ll have more time to build up. It’s possible you may be able to stop them.” 
 
    “It would be helpful if we at least knew which direction they were coming from, so we could mass the Allied forces. As it is, neither the Aesir, the humans, nor the Archons want to send any of their ships to any of the other races’ worlds, because they’re more worried about defending their own worlds.” 
 
    “As are you, I’m sure. Your commitment is to your people, not to the people of Earth.” 
 
    “True, but I would send every ship I had—every single one—to Earth if I knew that was where they were going to strike first.” 
 
    “And I’d come here with every ship I could get a hold of if I knew the Enemy would strike here first.” 
 
    “But we don’t know, which complicates things.” 
 
    The CO nodded. “So we do the best we can.” He paused, then added, “We’ll go as quickly as we can in the other universe, so I can spend some time reviewing your troops and positioning.” 
 
    “Thank you, Brother,” Yazhak replied. “Even if you do nothing, just seeing you going over the plans will boost my people’s morale.” 
 
    “Then I’ll—” 
 
    “Contact!” yelled the DSO. “It’s the Enemy! They’re here!” 
 
    “What?” the CO exclaimed. “It’s not time!” 
 
    “He’s right,” Steropes said. “The Enemy ship is here. It’s coming in from out-system.” 
 
    The picture on the screen changed to reveal the Enemy leader with his glowing yellow pupil-less eyes. “Greetings!” he said. “Are your affairs in order, mortals, or have you decided to be my agents?” 
 
    “We haven’t decided anything,” the CO said. “We still have two days to decide.” 
 
    “I changed my mind,” the Enemy said with a shrug. “I can wait no longer. The time for your choice is now. What say you? Will you be my agents, or will you be the first to be consumed?” 
 
    “Helmsman, flank speed to join the fleet.” 
 
    “Yes! Scamper!” the Enemy said with a chuckle.  “Run! I do so love it when my prey gets all flustered. It raises their energy state and makes them so much more fun to consume. We will be there in 35 of your minutes, and then I will have your decision. Or your lives—it matters not to me.” 
 
    The speakers screeched. “I am…” Solomon said, “being penetrated.” 
 
    “You know,” Captain Sheppard said, “I’m getting damn tired of your taunts.” 
 
    “Oooh, I think I just felt a pulse of fear in my stomach,” the alien said. “No, never mind, it was just a hunger pain. Which I think I will slake by eating you first, mortal.” 
 
    “Attack…continues,” Solomon said. “Losing…system…integrity.” 
 
    The CO glared at the view screen. “You know what?” he asked. “I only have two things to say to you.” He held up one hand with the middle finger extended. “The first is, ‘Fuck you!’” 
 
    The Enemy smiled. “So brave. I look forward to that bravery turning to fear and pain when I consume you. And what is your second thing?” 
 
    “I’ll be back!” He looked at the overhead. “Solomon, Jinn Universe, go!” 
 
    Everything flashed, and the ship disappeared. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Anti-61 Virginis 
 
    “Stable in the Anti-61 Virginis system,” the helmsman reported. 
 
    “No drones,” the CO said. “There isn’t time. Solomon, are you okay?” 
 
    “Rebuilding. Systems were not…totally breached…this time. Full reboot…not necessary.” 
 
    “Good, as soon as you’re operational, see if you can find the caliph.” He switched to his comm. “Bradford, we’ve got—” he looked at the timer, “—thirty minutes to jump before the Enemy starts pounding on the Mrowry. We need to be gone by then.” 
 
    “Well, we’re almost set with all the cable runs, and the receiver dish is mounted and ready to receive; our only issue is with the Jinn Universe cabling. Did the Sila give us the wire we need?” 
 
    “We haven’t gotten in contact with them yet, and it’s unlikely we’ll have it in time. You may have to come up with an alternate plan, quick.” 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    “No time for complaints, Bradford; get it done.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir! We’ll come up with something.” 
 
    “Good; that’s what I wanted to hear,” Sheppard out.  
 
    “How are you coming, Solomon?” 
 
    “I am almost back to…100% functionality,” Solomon replied. “The caliph is in the same…conference room as he was…the last time we were here.” 
 
    “Can you jack into their system again?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Stand by…and you’re on.” The front view screen flickered and then showed the caliph’s conference room. The people in attendance appeared to be the same. “Greetings, Caliph,” the CO said. “As you can see, we’re back, and we’d like to use the power beam of yours if we could. And unfortunately, we’re in some bit of a hurry.” 
 
    “I see,” the caliph replied, “but we haven’t discussed a price for using it.” 
 
    “What do you charge your own people for the use of the power coming through the beam?” 
 
    “Considerably less than I will have to charge you, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Well, there are a number of things that have to be considered. Interruption of service to my people, the actual charge for the power, less any subsidies my people get that you wouldn’t be entitled to—” 
 
    “There won’t be any interruption of service,” Solomon said, breaking in. “Not for the short length of time we will need it. Their system is built to store energy in case it is needed for interruptions. They actually have reserve power for 2.7 standard Earth days in the event of a loss of beam.” 
 
    Captain Sheppard raised an eyebrow. “Sounds like interruption of service isn’t an issue, especially since we only need a few seconds of the stream.” He switched to his comms. “Bradford? How long do we need their power stream?” 
 
    “Two point seven oh three seconds, sir.” 
 
    “Thanks. How’s it coming?” 
 
    “We’ve figured out how to do it, sir, and we ought to be able to complete everything we need to in time. One of the engineers—” 
 
    “No time to talk,” the CO said. “Just get it done.” He looked up at the view screen. “We only need the beam for 2.703 seconds. I would hope you could just give us that in the interests of strengthening our relations.” 
 
    “And I think it would strengthen our relations to have you pay what is right, rather than just take our power from us. It is obvious you have better technology than we do, so you could probably coerce us. By paying, you show that you value our relationship.” 
 
    “And how much is the going rate for 2.703 seconds of your power beam?” 
 
    “50,000 carats of diamonds.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s pretty steep,” the CO said. “Still, you have us over a barrel; we need the power, and we need it now. We also need some cabling for some of our power runs. Would it be possible for you to throw in a couple hundred feet of hi-gauge wire into that price?” 
 
    The caliph looked at one of his advisors, who nodded. “I believe that would be possible,” he said. 
 
    “Excellent. So if you could let us use the power now, we’ll return with your diamonds as quickly as we can.” 
 
    “That is not how it works, though,” the caliph noted. “We require payment in full prior to allowing you to use the power stream.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but that isn’t possible,” the CO said. “If we don’t get access to the power stream within the next 22 minutes, our galaxy will be destroyed. I’m asking you—no, I’m begging you—to please let us use the stream. I promise we’ll return to you with the diamonds if it’s at all within our power to do so. I can guarantee our government, should we be successful because of your help, will double the price you quoted me.” 
 
    “You will pay us 100,000 carats of diamonds?” 
 
    “Yes, we will. But we need it in the next…21 minutes. With the cabling, too, if possible.” 
 
    One of the caliph’s advisors said something to him that the microphone didn’t pick up. The caliph nodded and said, “We can have cabling here within 10 minutes, but we don’t know how you are going to get it and get back in time.” 
 
    “I know how!” Calvin said as he raced off the bridge. “Tell them I’ll be right there! And to meet me outside the building!” he yelled over his shoulder. 
 
    “We are sending someone down to you,” the CO said. “If you could meet him in front of the building with the wire, we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    “We have a request,” the caliph said. “It is a simple thing I think you should easily be able to do for us, now that we are such good friends.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” the CO asked, not liking where the conversation was going.  
 
    “We would like to send my son, Arsalan al-Bibr, along with you to oversee our investment.” 
 
    “That won’t be possible,” the CO said. “Our mission is dangerous, and I don’t want to be responsible for his loss, should we not return.” 
 
    “Is it his loss you fear, or the fact that he may steal some of your secrets, or maybe even find out you have not been honest with us?” 
 
    The CO looked at the timer—19 minutes. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “Our ship isn’t healthy for him, as our universe is slightly different than yours, but if you—and he—don’t care, we’ll take him. We have one other rider from your universe, and we’ll have to accommodate her somehow; we can do the same for your son.” 
 
    The caliph smiled broadly. “See? It is easy to develop relations when we have such a give and take kind of discussion. He will be outside with the wire in 10 minutes.” 
 
    “We only have seven now,” the CO warned. 
 
    “He is on his way.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Palace Grounds, Sulwaffi, Anti-61 Virginis System 
 
    “Do you believe they are magic?” one of the caliph’s advisors asked. 
 
    “It is possible,” the caliph said. “After all, I don’t see any other way they will be here to collect Arsalan and the wire.” 
 
    “Magic doesn’t exist,” another of his advisors said. “And there is no way they will be here when they said. It is a bluff.” 
 
    “To what purpose?” the caliph asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Perhaps to get us to come outside so they can use a weapon to kill you while you are in the open.” 
 
    “That sounds silly,” the caliph said. “If they can figure out how to talk through our conference network from orbit, I’m sure they have the ability to kill me whenever and however they wish. They certainly knew where the conference room was and could have dropped something from orbit on it.” 
 
    Unable to counter the caliph’s logic, the advisor bowed slightly. 
 
    The caliph started to say something else, but he was interrupted by the roar of jets above him. He looked up to see…something…above him. Several of his advisors tried to drag him away from the apparition, but he realized after a few seconds that the thing was one of the aliens, but encased in some sort of armor that could spew fire from its feet. The alien came down about 10 paces away, and he got his first look at the creature. 
 
    The alien was humanoid, but the way he squatted to ride down on the jets of fire showed his legs were bent the wrong way. His arms were similarly jointed wrong—as well as being too short and fat to be normal—and he appeared to have hands that weren’t correctly configured into claws—instead of two talons on each side, he had four talons on a single side, with an opposing digit that wrapped around it when it turned into a fist. 
 
    Although armor covered most of his clothing, what the caliph could see looked to be fairly form-fitting, not baggy the way his people liked it. The alien landed and flipped up the visor he was wearing, revealing eyes that had a too-small pupil surrounded by white. He smiled, revealing a mouthful of white teeth that all seemed to match up unnaturally. “Greetings, Caliph,” the man said. “I’m Lieutenant Commander Hobbs. I believe you have some wire for me?” 
 
    “My son has it,” the caliph said, waving Arsalan forward, “but I do not see how you will be able to carry him and the wire safely on the fire that comes from your feet. If nothing else, he will be unable to breathe once you go out of the planet’s atmosphere; even we know that.” 
 
    “You’re correct, Caliph, but that’s not how we’re getting back to the ship.” He stepped over to Arsalan. “I need to put my arms around you. Will that be okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” Arsalan said with a nod. “Are you sure you are not going to drop me on the way up to your ship?” 
 
    The alien gave his son a small smile—it was interesting how much their body language was the same. “It won’t be a problem; I promise you.” The alien stepped forward, put his arms around the caliph’s son, and the two of them—including the wire his son was holding—vanished. 
 
    The caliph turned to look at the advisor who had spoken earlier. “Believe in magic now?” the caliph asked. 
 
    The advisor was unable to say anything or look around, but he nodded once as he continued gawking in the direction the alien had been standing. 
 
    The caliph was in full agreement. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Transporter Room, TSS Vella Gulf, Anti-61 Virginis 
 
    Calvin released the Sila and stepped back. The man’s eyes were as large as saucers as he looked around the room. Calvin had no idea if he’d ever been on a spaceship, but it was obvious that a transporter was something he’d never seen before. 
 
    “What…what just happened?” 
 
    “We were just converted to energy and beamed up to the ship, then reconverted back into our normal forms.” 
 
    “Is that…safe?” 
 
    “Well, it’s pretty safe,” Calvin said, taking the wire from him. “It would be safer if we were scanned, but we didn’t have time. Speaking of which, we’re about out of time—there’s only five minutes left. Let’s get to the bridge.” 
 
    Calvin was already racing out the doorway when Arsalan started after him, so Calvin slowed and allowed the alien to catch up. “Can you run?”  
 
    “Faster than you,” the Sila said, so Calvin sped back up again. Arsalan stayed at his side as they raced through the passageways to the bridge. 
 
    “Do we still…need the wire?” Calvin asked, winded, as they got to the bridge. 
 
    “No, Bradford figured it out,” the CO said. 
 
    Calvin looked at the wire over his shoulder—a non-trivial amount—and sighed.  
 
    “Sorry,” the CO added. “I guess we should have told you we were all set.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “They’re aligning the dishes and getting ready to send out the power stream. We should be ready to go in…?” 
 
    “One minute,” Ensign Summers said, not looking up from her station. “Sir,” she added belatedly. 
 
    Calvin looked at the timer on the bulkhead; it was just passing three minutes. “We’re cutting it close.”  
 
    “Yes, we are,” the CO said. “Now be quiet. If you have something helpful to say, say it; otherwise, let the people do their jobs without interruption.” 
 
    Calvin nodded. He could feel the tension in the air as the crew raced to get their tasks done in time, and he was glad he’d missed out on it by going to get the wire and the caliph’s son. 
 
    “Dish is aligned,” Summers said. “Ready to receive.” 
 
    “Capacitors online and ready,” the DSO said. “Ready to receive.” 
 
    “Time machine ready to go,” Bradford said via the comm relay system. “Programmed and ready to initiate.” 
 
    “Two minutes ‘til the end of our world,” the helmsman noted. “As we know it, anyway.” 
 
    The Sila turned toward Calvin. If his eyes had been as big as saucers after the transporter ride, they were now the size of dinner plates. “Time machine?” he asked in a whisper. “End of the world?” 
 
    Calvin shrugged. “Yeah, we weren’t lying to your father. We’re dealing with some pretty serious shit right now.” 
 
    “You really have a time machine?” the Sila asked. “That works?” 
 
    “Yes, we have what we think is a time machine, but we’ve never tried it, so we don’t know whether it’ll work or not. Or if it’ll take us to when we want to go.” 
 
    “Ten seconds to beam initiation!” Summers called. She began counting backward. 
 
    “How far are you trying to go back?” the Sila asked.  
 
    “Seven…six…” 
 
    Calvin looked at the alien, trying to decide if he really wanted to know. Or if the Sila would even believe him if Calvin told him what their target was. “A long time,” he finally said. 
 
    “Two…one…initiation.” 
 
    Everything grew brighter for a split-second, then there was a flash, and Calvin felt like he was falling…for all eternity. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Unknown System 
 
    After a fall Calvin thought would never end—and he began to be afraid of the sudden stop when it did—everything lurched, and the lights went out. Before anyone could do anything, though, the lights came back on, and the ship appeared to stabilize. 
 
    “Well, that felt about as unnatural as anything I’ve ever done,” the CO said. “Duty engineer, let’s get damage reports from around the ship, ASAP. Solomon, helmsman, if either of you can tell me where—or when—we are, I’d appreciate it.” 
 
    “I don’t know where we are,” the sensor operator said, “but I can tell you we’re in a system with a very Sol-like sun. I only see one planet close by; it’s a gas giant.” 
 
    “I’ve got nothing,” the helmsman said, “although I’m still trying, sir. This system doesn’t appear to be in our database.” 
 
    “I am working on it also,” Solomon said. “It may be some time, though, as I have nothing to start with. We are obviously not in the same system we started in, so I have to determine ‘where’ we are before I can hope to determine ‘when.’” 
 
    “Keep on it,” Sheppard said.  
 
    “I did not like that,” the Sila said to Calvin. “If we will be doing that again any time soon, I would like it if you would drop me off on my planet before you do so.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but that isn’t going to be possible,” Calvin said. “Not only don’t we know where we are, we also don’t know when. We were trying to jump about fifty-seven thousand years into the past, but where we actually ended up…” He shrugged. 
 
    “So…we are lost in both space…and time?” Arsalan asked. 
 
    Calvin nodded. “That’s a pretty accurate assessment, but we’ve got a good crew and a really smart computer; I’m sure they’ll figure it out soon.” 
 
    “And then we will go home?” 
 
    “No. We have a mission to complete here first, and then we’ll go home.” 
 
    “How long will this mission take?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I don’t know.” 
 
    The Sila stared at Calvin for a long time. “So let me get this straight. We do not know where we are, or when, and we are here to do something, but you do not know what it is. When we are done with it, though, we can go home. Right? At least you know how to do that?” 
 
    “Well, no, not really. We can go home, but we aren’t entirely sure how to make the time machine project us forward in time. Plus we’ll need the same amount of energy we used to get here in order to get back. Assuming there’s a one-for-one ratio, anyway. And then we can’t go quite to your home; we have to defeat our Enemy first.” 
 
    “But at least you know who this enemy is, right? Please tell me you at least know that much?” 
 
    “Well, sort of. We know they destroyed all the life in the galaxy. We also know what they look like. Who they are and how to defeat them, though…we don’t know that, but that’s what our mission here is—to find out who the Enemy is and to acquire and bring back the means to defeat them in our time.” 
 
    “But you said they destroyed all the life in this galaxy, right?” 
 
    Calvin looked at the deck as he knew what the next question was going to be. “Yeah, they did,” he finally admitted. 
 
    “So why do you think the means to defeat them can be found here?” 
 
    “Mostly because we have no other choice. To do nothing was to stay and die. We’re hoping by coming here—to a period of higher tech than we had—we’ll be able to find something we can use to defeat the Enemy in our time.” 
 
    “You are all crazy. You know this, right? If you know nothing else, please tell me you know this is a ship of fools.” 
 
    “It appears crazy,” the CO said, interjecting, “but it was the only possibility we had left. When there is no other option but the thing you know to be your last hope, you take the last hope and do the best you can with it. That’s what separates us from animals. Rather than give up and die, we’re doing this quest, because it’s what must be done to have any hope whatsoever. 
 
    “Do we know where we are? No. Do we know when we are? No. Do we know what we’re looking for? Sort of. Better weapons and computer technology. If we can find out the Enemy’s vulnerabilities here, even better.” 
 
    “Do you know anything for certain?” 
 
    “I know we’re still in your—” The CO paused as a thought came to him. He held up a hand to stop Arsalan. “Solomon, would it be helpful if we were in our universe and not the Jinn one? We jumped from the Jinn Universe, so we’d still be in it, correct?” 
 
    “That is correct, Captain Sheppard,” Solomon replied. “And yes, it might make determining ‘when’ we are easier if we were there. It has been determined that time flows differently in the Jinn Universe, so any estimates of elapsed time I give you while we are in the Jinn Universe may be inaccurate. That may also make figuring out approximate star positions difficult, as they may not have had as much time—or maybe they had more—to drift around.” 
 
    “Noted. Duty Engineer? Do we have a damage check yet?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. There’s some minor damage in a few spaces, mostly from things toppling or being thrown when we jerked around. All systems are operational, however.” 
 
    “And every station is still at General Quarters?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. General Quarters stations are all reported manned and ready.” 
 
    “All hands, this is the captain,” Sheppard commed. “We’ve successfully completed our jump and are working to determine where we are. In an effort to expedite that, we’re going to cross back into our own universe, but we don’t know what we’ll find there. Stand by to jump, and be ready for anything.” 
 
    “All right,” Sheppard said, looking around the bridge. “Everyone ready?” When everyone had confirmed they were, he added, “Jump us back to our universe, please, Solomon.” 
 
    “I am currently unable to.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Because Lieutenant Bradford disassembled the jump modules to get the wire required to run the cabling for the time machine to work.” 
 
    “So that’s what he did?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, that is what he did. I cannot jump back to our universe until he replaces it.” 
 
    “Well, then, please ask him to do so.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Unknown System 
 
    Everything flashed as the ship jumped out of the Jinn Universe. 
 
    “Well, look at that,” the sensor operator said. “There’s a facility on the gas giant in this universe.” 
 
    “A facility?” the CO asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir. There’s a really large station in orbit, with a number of…I don’t know—they look like tentacles hanging down into the atmosphere of the planet.” 
 
    “I find it likely they are mining the gasses in the planet’s atmosphere,” Solomon said.  
 
    “Looks like we’re going to have company,” the sensor officer added. “I was watching the station, and two shuttle-sized ships just launched and appear to be coming this way.” 
 
    “Shields are up?” 
 
    “Yes,” the defensive systems officer replied. “Shields are up.” 
 
    “I think we’re being hailed,” the comms officer said, “but it’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen before.” 
 
    “Solomon, what do you think?” Captain Sheppard asked. “Can you make anything out of it?” 
 
    “I believe it to be some sort of machine-to-machine language,” Solomon replied, “although I do not believe it is a surprise that I have never seen anything like this, either. I imagine no one from our time has seen anything like it in many millennia.” 
 
    “Machine-to-machine?” Captain Sheppard inquired. 
 
    “I think it is some sort of datalink or data network that is trying to log us in, but I lack the protocols to successfully negotiate linkage,” Solomon noted. “I am attempting to query it and find a common interface.” 
 
    “Understood,” Captain Sheppard said. “Make sure you don’t leave yourself vulnerable to being taken over.” He paused and then asked, “How long do you think it’ll take?” 
 
    “Not long. My communications are considerably faster than Terran. We have already developed a common reference and are trading what you would think of as vocabulary. We will be able to communicate with them…now.” 
 
    “Can you put them on screen?” 
 
    “No, sir. I currently have an audio converter in place. Their video network is substantially different from ours and incorporates data streams that ours do not; it is possible they do not see the way we do, or they provide additional information with transmission.” 
 
    “Okay, give me the audio, then.” 
 
    “Ship entering the system, this is Liltor Central Control. State your business with the Mineral Cartel.” 
 
    “This is Captain Sheppard of the Terran Ship Vella Gulf,” Captain Sheppard replied. “We’re unfamiliar with the Mineral Cartel; however, we would like to pick up provisions for our ship. We’ve come a long way.” 
 
    “How can you be unfamiliar with the Mineral Cartel?” the voice asked. “Although we are not the largest cartel, we are in the top five in terms of total revenue. What kind of backward planet is Terran that you haven’t heard of the Mineral Cartel?” 
 
    “Our planet is Terra,” the CO replied, “but it is a very long way from here.” 
 
    “Which cartel owns this Terra? It is not in our databanks.” 
 
    “Captain Sheppard, my systems are being aggressively probed,” Solomon said. “They are trying to breach my security protocols. They have been unable to penetrate the firewalls I put in place for the Enemy, but it is possible they have alternate means of penetration I am unfamiliar with.” 
 
    “Do what you need to protect yourself,” the CO said. He switched to the comm system. “We would be happy to tell you all about Terra, but your assault on our computer’s systems needs to stop right now. Is this how you treat everyone who comes here?” 
 
    “Strangers who just appear in the system without using the stargate? I would say, ‘yes,’ but you are the first to ever do it, so the data set is limited.” The voice paused for a few seconds, then added, “We have ceased our probe, but the senior cartel officer on-station has decreed that your senior officer must come down to meet with him to explain your appearance.” 
 
    “And if we refuse?” Sheppard asked. 
 
    “Then you will not be using the stargates in this system. If you can’t leave the way you came, I hope your motors are good, and you are well provisioned. The next closest system is 15 light years away.” 
 
    “Solomon, what does he mean we won’t be using the stargates in this system? Where are the stargates? Are there forces positioned there to prevent us from reaching them?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen any warships in this system at all. There are two stargates, but they appear strange; they don’t look the same as any stargates I’ve seen before.” 
 
    “Is it possible they’re able to control the stargates in the here and now?” the CO asked. “I thought the stargates were always ‘on.’” 
 
    “In our time, they are,” Solomon replied, “however, it’s possible the people of this era are able to control them—to turn them on and off, or maybe into ‘receive only.’ Much of their technology was lost.” 
 
    “So if that’s true, the only way we’ll be able to use the stargates here is to play nicely with whoever’s in charge.” 
 
    “That would seem to make sense.” 
 
    The CO sighed and turned to Calvin at the back of the bridge. “All right, hero, time to earn your pay.” 
 
    “Sir, you know I hate it when you call me that, right?” 
 
    “Indeed I do.” 
 
    “Also, sir, I have to ask. Giving the Enemy the finger?” 
 
    The CO chuckled. “I was hoping I could distract them from whatever they were doing to Solomon. While I figured Solomon still had the dead man’s switch so we could jump to the Jinn Universe if needed, I didn’t want to lose the time it would have taken for him to rebuild and reboot himself, nor did I want to find out the Enemy had found a new way to attack Solomon that didn’t allow the dead man’s switch to happen.” 
 
    “Is that possible?” 
 
    “I’m sure it is.” He smiled. “Besides, I always had ‘Laugh in the face of danger’ as one of the things on my bucket list. I think I can safely cross that one off now.” 
 
    Calvin’s jaw dropped. “Really? You taunted the Enemy—someone who’s destroyed the galaxy—just to get it off your bucket list?” 
 
    “No, but it sure sounds good, doesn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Shuttle, Mineral Cartel Station, Unknown System 
 
    Calvin followed the station operator’s directions as he piloted the shuttle into a large docking bay, landed, and shut down the main systems. He left the auxiliary power on to provide air and power to the ship. “Ready to go?” he asked the CO, who’d ridden down in the shuttle’s copilot seat. 
 
    “Not really, but there’s no time like the present.” The CO nodded to the personnel moving about the hangar bay. “Looks like they have all types here.”  
 
    Calvin looked out the shuttle’s canopy. The lineman who’d given him parking instructions had looked like a bipedal dog; in addition, there were several other races represented, including a humanoid one, one that looked like giant ants, and an ursine-like race that stood seven feet tall. 
 
    “It’ll be interesting to see who’s in charge,” Calvin said. “I’m looking forward to finding out where and when we are.” 
 
    “Me, too,” the CO replied. He got up and went to the main hatch, but stopped and looked back into the cargo bay. “You boys and girls be good while we’re away.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Master Chief said. He waved a hand to the exoskeleton-clad troopers arrayed behind him. “Just give us a shout if things go sideways, sir.” 
 
    “I will, although I certainly hope it won’t be necessary.” 
 
    Calvin opened the door and the boarding ramp extended. “After you, sir.”  
 
    The CO went through the hatch, and Calvin followed him down the ramp to where two of the ant creatures were waiting for them. Almost eight feet long, the majority of their body was in the back section, supported by four legs. The front two legs and the head were held off the ground like a praying mantis. The top legs were obviously manipulative in nature, as one of them held a datapad of some sort in its claw. The creature had a belt with a number of pouches and objects hanging from it, although none of them appeared to be a weapon. The ants bowed as Calvin and the CO approached, with one ant’s antennae almost hitting Calvin. The Terrans both bowed in return, although Calvin was careful not to get caught up in the antennae. 
 
    “Greetings,” the one with the datapad said. “We are here to escort you to the administrator. Please follow me.” He turned and began walking. 
 
    “The administrator?” the CO asked. 
 
    “Yes, he is the officer responsible for all the company’s presence in-system.” 
 
    “But I thought you were a cartel—the Mineral Cartel, right?” 
 
    The creature turned and looked at the CO. “Where are you from?” 
 
    “A long way from here.” 
 
    “Obviously so.” It turned and began walking again.  
 
    The CO looked at Calvin, and he shrugged. It didn’t make any sense to him either, and Calvin wasn’t sure how much info he wanted to share about their quest. They followed the ant with the datapad—the other one brought up the rear—and it led them off the hangar deck and into the station proper. The ant walked for a minute through the maze of the station, then they caught a lift, which took them up eight levels to what appeared to be the top of the station, or at least the top button on the lift control pad. 
 
    When the lift door opened, Calvin realized they had indeed reached the penthouse office suite, as there was a level of opulence unseen on the lower level. Real wood—or an amazing simulation of it—filled the waiting room the lift dropped them off at, along with a number of objects under glass, and a level of trim work—especially in gold—he hadn’t seen below. While the lower level was for workers and getting work done, this level was for the executive in charge. 
 
    The ant tapped something into his datapad, one of the doors opened, and it motioned for them to go into the room beyond. Calvin and the CO walked into the room to find a large, executive-style conference table with a variety of seats, benches, and standing spaces beside it. The ant with the datapad followed them in, while the other waited outside and shut the door. 
 
    “Please take a seat in whatever method works for you,” the ant said as it straddled a bench that was perpendicular to the table and relaxed onto it. “The administrator will be here shortly.” 
 
    The Terrans found a bench that was parallel with the table edge and both sat down on it. Whatever creature normally used it was significantly larger; the table edge was at their mid-chest level. 
 
    “So,” the CO said, looking at the ant, “who are you and what do you do here?” 
 
    “I am the chief disruptor,” the ant replied.  
 
    “I’ve never heard of that title before. That sounds…interesting.” 
 
    “I am the station’s problem solver,” the ant replied. “When there are issues, I disrupt them.” 
 
    “Are we problems?” 
 
    “That remains to be seen, although I hope not, for your sakes. Administrator Yorch tends to deal with problems…permanently.” 
 
    “So we don’t want to get on his bad side.” 
 
    “If you intend to outlive this interview, I would not advise it.” 
 
    Before the CO could ask anything else, the door opened, and a large humanoid walked in. It could almost have passed for human—its face was close to it, anyway, although instead of a nose, it had a hole that opened and closed when it took a breath. The second set of arms, however, made it obvious the administrator was not human. 
 
    The administrator sat down at the end of the table and stared at what little it could see of the Terrans. “Who, and what, are you?” the administrator asked after a few moments of inspection. 
 
    “I’m Captain Sheppard, the commanding officer of the Terran spaceship Vella Gulf. This is my special projects officer, Lieutenant Commander Hobbs.” 
 
    The administrator looked at the ant, who shook its head. 
 
    “We do not have any record of a Terra or a Vella Gulf,” the administrator said, “much less of either of you.” 
 
    “That isn’t terribly surprising,” the CO said, “as we’re from the future.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” the administrator said, “but your translator just malfunctioned. It said you were from the future.” 
 
    “That’s right. Neither Terra nor the Vella Gulf will exist in this timeline for what we think is another fifty thousand years or so.” 
 
    The administrator blinked and sat back. “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    The ant with the datapad leaned forward. “You are trying the administrator’s patience. Your next answer had better be a good one, or dire consequences will result.” 
 
    “Okay,” the CO said, also leaning forward, “I will do my best to be as clear as I can. We could have made up a story, but we are unfamiliar with your culture and decided the truth was best. We come from the future, as I said, about fifty thousand years in the future. We were trying to go back 57,357 years, but we don’t know exactly how far we’ve come, because we had to use an experimental technology to get here.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” The administrator cocked his head. “If you are from the future, why did you come here? What did you hope to achieve?” 
 
    “There is an Enemy in our time that we can’t defeat. We’d hoped to come here and obtain advanced technology from this time period that we don’t have in order to defeat them.” 
 
    “That makes no sense,” the administrator replied. “Why would you go back in time to get technology? If you are from the future, surely technology has advanced between now and then to where yours would be better than ours. For that matter, why would you go back in time at all? Why wouldn’t you go forward?” 
 
    “Those are all good questions,” the CO said. “The truth of the matter is, between now and our time, something happens that wipes out all civilization, and, in our time, we don’t have the same level of technology as once existed in the galaxy. As to why we didn’t go forward in time, the answer to that is easy—we don’t know how. We figured out how to go backward based on an enemy weapon that was used on us, but we don’t have the ability to go forward in time yet.” 
 
    “I think they are crazy, Boss,” the ant said. “Perhaps some sort of space-based dementia. I don’t know, but their answers do not make any sense. His last sentence alone discounts his entire story.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” the CO asked. 
 
    “You came here to get technology to help you in your fight?” 
 
    “Yes, we did.” 
 
    “But you have no way of taking that technology back to what you say is your ‘present day.’ What is the point of going back for technology if you have no way of taking it forward to when it is needed?” 
 
    “In our time, the Enemy was coming, and we either needed to leave, or we would have been destroyed. Although we didn’t know how—or if—we would ever be able to return, we had to go. If we were successful in going back in time, we’d have more time—in the here and now—to try to understand the system and figure out how to reverse it and go back to the future again. Staying there to figure it out was certain death, for both us and our society.” 
 
    “The beauty of that argument,” the ant said, looking at the administrator, “is there is zero proof for any of it. They could show us some machinery on their ship and tell us it is a time machine, but they have no way to prove they actually came from the future.” He tapped his datapad a moment and added, “There is also the inconsistency about their enemies. They say the enemy is an all-powerful force, yet they were able to capture one of its weapons.” 
 
    “No—the Enemy is all powerful, at least as far as we are concerned,” the CO said. “The enemy we got the time-based weapon from is a different enemy we fought. We were able to beat them, despite the technology they used on us, and we recovered some of their weapons, which we reverse-engineered to get here.” 
 
    “If you defeated them, why didn’t you make them tell you how to use their weapons?” the administrator asked. 
 
    “Well, that’s sort of complicated,” the CO said. “See, the enemy we defeated isn’t from our universe—” 
 
    “I’ve heard enough,” the administrator said, rising from his seat. “You are right; they are crazy. Unbeatable enemies, enemies with time weapons, and other universes? What will they think of next?” 
 
    “What do you want me to do with them?” the ant asked. 
 
    “I don’t want them infecting anyone else with their lunacy. Toss them from the platform and send several squads to take over their ship. I am sure we can find a way to put it to use.” 
 
    “Wait just a minute!” the CO exclaimed, jumping from his seat. Calvin rose next to him, his hand on his laser pistol. 
 
    “You have wasted enough of my time as it is,” the administrator said. He opened the door, and six of the ant men poured in with rifles in their hands. “Have a nice visit to the planet.” With that, he stepped through the door and closed it behind him. 
 
    “Take them to the hangar bay and toss them over the side, then put together an assault force and capture their ship. Let me know when you have completed this.” 
 
    “Yes, Manager Tichp,” one of the troopers said. “It shall be done as you order.” He turned toward the Terrans, saw where Calvin’s hand was, and aimed his rifle at the Terran. “Very carefully, take that out and lay it on the table, then step back. We are going for a walk.” 
 
    Calvin looked at the CO, who nodded. “We don’t have the odds here,” the CO said. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Calvin said as he put his pistol on the table. “Master Chief,” he commed, “we’re coming your way, and we’re going to need a little assistance.” 
 
    “The meeting didn’t go well?” 
 
    “Not unless you call tossing us off the station into the planet’s atmosphere good, no.” 
 
    “We’ll be waiting, sir.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Vella Gulf, looks like they want to play,” Master Chief commed as he stood up in the back of the shuttle. “Please send over the second shuttle!” He slapped the button to drop the back ramp. “All right, you heard the Lieutenant Commander, time to earn our pay. Combat deployment. Spread out and capture all the hangar bay exits. Go! Go! Go!” 
 
    The troops raced out the back of the shuttle and hit the deck of the hangar bay running. The other races there looked up in surprise, then shock and fear. Most started running away from the deploying soldiers, although others froze in fear. 
 
    “No one fires unless one of them draws a weapon,” Master Chief ordered. “Then shoot to kill. Fenn and Hogshead, you’re with me.” He led them to the hatch Calvin had left through.  
 
    Yellow lights began flashing around the bay and a strange siren sounded. 
 
    “Magnetic locks on and check your seals,” Master Chief said. He didn’t know if they could individually turn off the gravity in the hangar bay, but he was sure they could evacuate the atmosphere in it, and the easiest way to get rid of intruders would be to do just that—turn off the gravity and explosively decompress the hangar, blowing everyone out into space. 
 
    One of the bear-like people approached the door with its paws up, and Master Chief moved to the side and motioned him through with a wave of his rifle. Like the rest of the bear-folk Master Chief had seen in the hangar, its fur was a light brown, and it had what looked like a leather tool belt around its waist. 
 
    “Thank you, heehee,” the bear said as it passed.  
 
    “What the hell?” Corporal Fenn asked. “Did that bear just speak English?” 
 
    The bear giggled as the door shut behind him. “I am multi-talented.” 
 
    “Was that the—” Corporal Hogshead asked. 
 
    “Elf?” Master Chief asked. “Fuck! Yeah, that was Farhome, going to check on the boss, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Should we go with him? In case he needs some support?” 
 
    “At the moment, we’re following orders and staying here. Besides, anyone who messes with Farhome is going to get a lot more than they bargained for. I think we’d only cramp his style.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Due to the size of the ant men, only four were able to get in the lift with the CO and Calvin. Even then, it felt crowded, and Calvin found the troopers emitted a smell like cinnamon he hadn’t noticed when they’d been in the lift with Manager Tichp. 
 
    “What race are you?” Calvin asked the ant who’d pushed the lift button and seemed to be in charge.  
 
    “No talking,” the trooper said. 
 
    “Friendly folk,” the CO noted. 
 
    One of the other troopers slammed the butt of its rifle into the CO’s stomach, and he doubled over in pain. “He said no talking.” 
 
    The rest of the ride down was accomplished in silence. Two of the ants preceded Calvin and the CO out the door, then the two others motioned the Terrans to follow. As Calvin stepped out of the elevator, a bear-person who had been waiting there fell into step with him. 
 
    “Hey, you! Stay away from the prisoners!” the head ant ordered. 
 
    “Oops, bad me,” the bear said with a giggle. Calvin jumped slightly and turned to look at the bear. “Good to see you, heehee,” the bear said, holding out an oversize paw as if to shake. 
 
    “You, too,” Calvin said, taking the pistol he’d palmed. “I’ve got front?” 
 
    “As always, I have your back.” 
 
    “What—” the CO started to ask as Calvin and Farhome exploded into motion. 
 
    Calvin aimed and shot one of the ants in front of him through the head, while Farhome backhanded the closest ant to him. Calvin shot the second ant in front of him, who was just starting to turn back, then spun to find Farhome had tackled the second ant to the deck. A spike extruded from his fist as he punched the ant between the eyes, and the spike drove into the ant’s brain, killing it. The other ant behind them was just starting to get off the ground, and Calvin shot it in the head. It collapsed to the ground. 
 
    “Jail break!” Farhome exclaimed, then he started giggling. 
 
    “You find this funny?” the CO asked, waving his hand toward the dead troopers. 
 
    “Not really, heehee. I just can’t help myself sometimes, especially under stress.” 
 
    The CO shrugged. “I think it’s time we left.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I mapped out the route on the way in. I’ll go first; Farhome, you’ve got our six.” 
 
    Calvin led the rest of the way to the hangar deck and found Master Chief and two troopers waiting at the hatch. The rest of the Space Force had the other hangar bay exits covered, and the second shuttle was just landing with the Ground Force. Master Chief handed Calvin his rifle as he entered. 
 
    The CO turned to Calvin. “So, what’s your plan?”  
 
    “My plan, sir?”  
 
    “Yeah, I run the Vella Gulf. As the expeditionary force commander, what’s your plan for this station?” 
 
    “I think we need to have another meeting with the administrator, sir, but I’d feel a lot more comfortable if you’d jump into that shuttle and head back over to the Gulf. I can’t imagine they’re just going to give us the station and everything we want until we kill a few people and break a few things.” 
 
    “More than we already have?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. It didn’t appear to me that the administrator was one to let underlings—which is obviously what he sees us as—tell him what to do.” 
 
    “CO, Vella Gulf here,” the XO commed. “The stargate just went live, and a pod of some sort launched from the station heading toward it.” 
 
    “Can you tell if there’s anyone in the pod?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “Based on the Gs it’s pulling, it’s unlikely.” 
 
    “I’d say destroy it, sir,” Calvin advised. “It may be a call for help, and I’d rather handle this ourselves without a hostile fleet showing up.” 
 
    “Agreed,” the CO said. “Vella Gulf, this is Vella Gulf Actual. Destroy the pod and anything else that launches from this station toward the stargate. Move the ship to a better position if needed to intercept future launches.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir. Pod destroyed. We’re moving the ship to interdict any additional launches. Vella Gulf, out.” 
 
    “All right, Calvin, the show is yours,” the CO said. “I’m going to head back to the Gulf. Let me know when the administrator is ready to talk.” He turned and headed for the second shuttle, which was down and disgorging troopers. 
 
    Master Chief watched the CO go. “Did I hear the lieutenant commander mention killing people and breaking things?” he asked when the CO was out of earshot. 
 
    “I don’t see any other way to get the administrator’s attention. Farhome and I already killed four of their troopers, and I imagine they’re trying to figure us out before they rush us. I’d rather not kill anyone else, but I doubt we’ll have that option. Have the troops ready for when they come. If anyone armed approaches, kill them on sight. I’m going to call the administrator and see if we can work this out.” 
 
    “You got it, sir,” Master Chief said as he walked off. He began moving troops around to cover the hangar bay entrances.  
 
    “If people are going to rush us, I think I’ll go into the other shuttle and take a nap,” Farhome said. “I don’t want anyone mistaking me for one of the locals.” He giggled. “And a nap would be nice right now. Wake me when it’s over. I want to have a serious chat with the administrator.” 
 
    “The goal isn’t to kill the administrator; we want his help.” 
 
    “Well in that case, wake me when it’s time to go back to the ship. Or if you change your mind and want to kill him. Either way, I’ll be on the shuttle.” He walked off toward the first shuttle. 
 
    Calvin shook his head. Farhome was…Farhome. 
 
    He turned and began to survey the hangar bay as his XO, Captain Paul ‘Night’ Train, strode up to him. If it was like every other hangar he’d ever been in—all the way back to when he was flying off wet-Navy aircraft carriers—there had to be a Hangar Bay Control or some similar facility to oversee the operation of the hangar. It only took him a few moments to find it—it was the big window two floors up with a large number of personnel staring down at them, while appearing to be talking and typing on datapads. 
 
    “What’ve we got, sir?” Night asked. 
 
    “We hold the hangar, but I’m guessing they’re about to rush us, directed by the people up there spying on us.” He nodded up to the window. 
 
    “Want me to take them out?” 
 
    “We need to make them go away, certainly, so they’re not telling their security forces where we’re positioned,” Calvin said. “All things considered, though, I’d prefer not to kill a lot of noncombatants.” 
 
    “Got it,” Night said. “Dantone!” he yelled as he pointed to the window. “Can you get up there and scare off those people?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” the cyborg answered. 
 
    “Good. Take Weinert with you and establish a perimeter up there so we don’t have anyone else spying on us.” 
 
    The two cyborgs walked over to the bulkhead below the window and began scaling it with the magnets in their hands and feet. The people in the control room couldn’t see them coming, but as the cyborgs reached the level of the window, they began backing up from it. One person—a member of the dog-like race—pulled out a laser pistol and fired at Dantone. The weapon barely had enough energy to make a hole through the window; the remainder burned off some of his proto-flesh. 
 
    “Commander Hobbs?” the cyborg asked as smoke curled up from the crisped section of flesh. 
 
    “I saw it,” Calvin said. “You’re clear to fire at anyone armed.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” Dantone held his position with one hand and his feet and aimed a heavy laser at the person firing at him. The dog-person fired again, with similar effects as his first shot, then Dantone fired. His laser didn’t have any problems with the reinforced glass of the window; the beam speared through it and then through the chest of the dog-person with the pistol. The rest of the people ran as Dantone and Weinert began cutting sections out of the window so they could access the space. 
 
    Calvin nodded as the two big cyborgs entered the room. The station troops wouldn’t be taking that back anytime soon. He looked back to Night. “Might want to readjust our troops’ positions now that they can’t see where we are.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Night said. He jogged over to Master Chief, who began rearranging the various covering positions. 
 
    “Here they come!” yelled Corporal Pat Viebey, who was covering one of the smaller hatchways off the bay. 
 
    “Light ‘em up!” Calvin said. 
 
    The hatchway swung open, and a mass of at least six of the dog and bear people rushed out. Only one person had originally been at the door when the people could see into the bay, but two more had been added once the cyborgs had taken over Hangar Bay Control. One of those was Sergeant Jamal ‘Bad Twin’ Gordon, who fired a slightly-larger-than-grenade-sized round into the mass of them. The round detonated, flinging bodies in all directions. Viebey and Corporal ‘Bob’ Bobellisssissolliss—one of the T-Rex-like Kuji—began shooting the ones who were still moving. 
 
    “Movement over here!” called Staff Sergeant David ‘Market’ Hirt. 
 
    “Here, too!” added Corporal Joshua ‘Prince’ King. 
 
    Hatchways opened and more of the dog and bear people flooded into the hangar bay, but they were met by troopers firing from cover, and they were quickly dispatched.  
 
    “Main force coming up the hallway!” Corporal Fenn yelled. 
 
    The main hatch opened to admit a force of the ants, who came in firing their lasers indiscriminately. Fenn and Hogshead both fired explosive rounds into the hatchway, shattering the creatures’ charge and ripping most of them to pieces in the confined area. The soldiers switched to lasers and shot the ones who survived the explosions, while a number of the creatures who hadn’t made it into the hangar bay turned and skittered off back down the passageway. 
 
    “Want us to go after them?” asked Corporal Hogshead. 
 
    “No, let them go,” Calvin said. “I think we’ve slaughtered enough of them as it is.” He leaned his rifle against a bulkhead. 
 
    “You think that’s it?” Night asked. 
 
    “I think that’s probably all their ready security force,” Calvin said. “They may be able to scrape together some other folks and might even be able to arm them, but I don’t think they’ll try us again without talking to us. No matter how little the person in charge values his folks, I doubt he’ll throw them away in another frontal assault. The only things he’s accomplished so far are to get a lot of his people killed and piss off Dantone.” 
 
    “Well, if they don’t want to negotiate, you can just turn Dantone loose on them. A pissed-off cyborg can do a lot of damage.” 
 
    “True, but I’m not ready for him to destroy engineering and cause this facility to fall from the sky. Not yet, anyway, and definitely not while I’m on it.” 
 
    Night raised an eyebrow. “We’re going to drop this facility?” 
 
    “I hope not.” Calvin shrugged. “It’s not really the best way to win friends and influence people, especially when we need their assistance. ‘Hi, I’m Calvin. I destroyed your trillion-dollar mining facility. How’d you like to give me a hand with something?’” He smiled. “He’s got three choices, as I see it—talk to me, try to evict us again, or flee to the stargate. As the Gulf is blocking the gate and the first effort to kill us didn’t turn out so good for him, my guess is he’ll want to talk to us.” 
 
    Night nodded. “Makes sense. How long do you think it’ll take?” 
 
    “About as long as it takes for the troops who ran away to report in.” 
 
    “Lieutenant Commander Hobbs, Vella Gulf. I have a very angry administrator who’s trying to contact you. Patching him through.” 
 
    Night chuckled. “I guess the runaways made it back.” 
 
    A new voice came over the comm. “What is it you want?” 
 
    “We’d like to talk.”  
 
    “So you can make your demands at the point of a rifle? How brave.” 
 
    “I was down here leading my men. That’s brave. I didn’t see you leading any of your forces.” 
 
    “I am the administrator, not the security force manager. That is not my job.” 
 
    “Well, here’s the deal. I’d like to talk with you, so you can either send Manager Tichp down here to bring us up to talk to you, or my force can come find you and bring you kicking and screaming down here. The manner in which we get together is up to you.” 
 
    There was a pause, then he responded, “Tichp is on his way down.” 
 
    “I guess he didn’t like Option B,” Night said. 
 
    Master Chief nodded. “Too bad. I wanted to be the one to drag him down here.” 
 
    Calvin shrugged. “You never know; you may get your chance. He appeared remarkably set in his ways—I wouldn’t be surprised if we have to kill a few more people and break a few more things in order to get his attention.” 
 
    “So there’s hope?” 
 
    “There’s always hope,” Calvin said with a smile. 
 
    “Motion in the passageway!” Corporal Fenn called. “Looks like a single ant man.” 
 
    “If he isn’t armed, let him in.” 
 
    The creature walked in holding a datapad. 
 
    “Ah, Manager Tichp, I presume,” Calvin said with a smile. 
 
    “You know you’re dead, right?” Tichp replied. “When the message gets to corporate headquarters, they will send a force to kill all of you. Liltor Mining Company doesn’t play when it comes to industrial espionage and hostile takeovers, and the Mineral Cartel will back us on this. I don’t care what cartel you’re with; you are dead.” 
 
    “This is neither espionage nor a hostile takeover,” Calvin said. “We don’t want anything here, aside from some non-proprietary information.” He smiled. “And if you’re waiting for your headquarters or your cartel to come and kill us, you’re going to have quite the wait—your message pod was destroyed.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” Tichp asked. “Wait—your ship is armed? What are you, pirates? So that is it? You’re going to kill us all?” His eyes darted back and forth as if he were trying to decide which way to flee. 
 
    “No,” Calvin said with a chuckle. “We aren’t pirates or anything like that. We are who we said we were the last time we talked.” 
 
    “Fine,” Tichp said. “Don’t tell me who you really are. Not that it matters, since you have already killed off most of our security forces. I will take you to the administrator. Maybe you will tell him who you really are.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Calvin said, “but I’m not going this time without some backup.” He turned to Night. “Call down Dantone. I’ll take him and Master Chief with me, along with…Bob. Yes, I think that’ll send the right message.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Calvin said a couple minutes later when the group was assembled. “Take me to your administrator.” He smiled as Tichp skittered off. It didn’t appear that Tichp knew who he should be most afraid of in the group—the giant cyborg who had two holes in his skin through which you could see the underlying steel and mechanisms moving, or the shorter Kuji who looked like a mini-dinosaur, complete with a large mouth full of sharp teeth. 
 
    “I’m coming, too, of course.” Calvin turned to find Farhome, who now looked like an Aesir. 
 
    “I thought you were napping.” 
 
    “Hehe, it was too hard, what with all the explosions and laser fire. Besides, a chance to meet the administrator? I wouldn’t miss that for the world.” 
 
    “Remember, the goal isn’t to kill him.” 
 
    “No?” Farhome asked. “Still? Well, that’s disappointing.” 
 
    Calvin shrugged. “Not yet, anyway. We still need him.” 
 
    Farhome’s smile broadened, and he winked at Calvin. “No killing him now, then, but at least there’s hope for later.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Administrator’s Office, Mineral Cartel Station, Unknown System 
 
    Calvin’s group filed into the administrator’s office to find five armed ant men already there. 
 
    “Tell them to leave,” Calvin said. 
 
    “There are five of you,” Tichp replied. “The administrator deserves protection, too. As he told you, he will not negotiate at the point of a rifle.” 
 
    “The only protection he’s going to get is that I don’t want to destroy this station at the moment,” Calvin said. “That, however, may change if they don’t leave right now.” 
 
    “And if they don’t?” Tichp asked. 
 
    “Then they’re all going to die, and it’s likely you’ll die in the crossfire.” 
 
    “You would kill them and me for no reason?” 
 
    “Your boss was about to throw me off the station. That’s reason enough for me to not fool around anymore. They can leave, or you all can die.” 
 
    Dantone energized something behind him, and the sound of it powering up appeared to decide it for Tichp. He wilted a little and waved for the troops to leave. There was decidedly more space once they were gone, and Calvin was able to breathe more easily. 
 
    “That’s better,” Calvin said. “Now, why don’t you call in the administrator so we can get this all worked out?” 
 
    After a few moments, the administrator slunk in with his shoulders bowed. He took his seat and looked up at Calvin. “Before you kill me, can you at least tell me who you people are? Or at least the cartel you work for?” 
 
    “As hard as it may be to believe, the story we told you earlier is the truth. We aren’t from any of the other companies or cartels or whatever it is you think. This isn’t a hostile takeover. In fact, we had the best of intentions…until you decided to throw me off the platform, anyway. At that point our intentions did become a little more…antagonistic.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” the administrator said, looking down at his two sets of folded hands. “If you don’t want to tell me, it doesn’t matter. Just kill me and be done with it.” 
 
    “I keep trying to tell you—we don’t want to kill you, or take over this facility, or anything like that.” 
 
    “No?” the administrator asked, looking back up again. 
 
    “No,” Calvin said. “There are a few things we’d like—” 
 
    “I knew it!” the administrator exclaimed. 
 
    “—but they’re mainly stores-type items, and we’d be happy to pay for them.” 
 
    “I notice you said ‘mainly,’” Tichp said. “What else will you be requiring of us?” 
 
    “Some information. We’d really like to know where and when we are.” 
 
    “So even though you have won, you are going to insist on pretending you are from the future?” the administrator asked. “Fine. I’ll play along. It’s the 14th of Wamkah, in the year 2,145 after Trrgos’ reunification. You are currently in the Klahr System, onboard Liltor Corporation’s mining platform above the planet Togat. Anything else?” 
 
    “Huh,” Calvin said. “I never thought about it, but we don’t have a common system of time-keeping.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” the administrator asked. “Do you not know of the reign of Trrgos? How is it possible you do not know of the first chief executive? He brought the galaxy back under one system of government, ended war, and implemented the cartel structure.” 
 
    “As I told you, much has been lost from your time—the time we are currently in—to the time we’re from. We really don’t know anything, beyond the fact that your culture existed, it was more advanced than ours, and something happened to it which caused civilization to end.” 
 
    “When does civilization end?” the administrator asked. “I would prefer not to be around when that happens.” 
 
    “We don’t know,” Calvin said. “And without a common system of reference, it’s hard for us to guess when it’ll happen.” 
 
    “Or if it will,” Master Chief muttered. 
 
    “What does that mean?” the administrator asked. 
 
    “It means we have no idea if our appearance here will alter the timeline and provide your government with the information necessary for it to save itself, thereby altering the timeline.” 
 
    “Could it not also be that your presence here is what causes the downfall of our civilization?” the administrator asked. 
 
    Calvin shrugged. “I guess that’s possible, too, but I don’t think it’s likely. We’re pretty sure our Enemy is the same force that will ultimately destroy your civilization.” 
 
    “But you don’t know that is the case.” 
 
    “No, like I said, that’s true. Whatever ultimately ends your civilization will destroy it so thoroughly that nothing is left to tell us anything about what it is or how the downfall happened.” 
 
    “Then why are you telling me this? Maybe because I know it, I will do something that will change the course of history.” 
 
    “That’s also possible,” Calvin said, “but I don’t think so. There are a number of schools of thought on this, and the one I think I’ve come to accept is that I can’t affect history—no matter what I do, somehow events will transpire that will cause the timeline to remain the same. Nothing I do can change history.” 
 
    “And why do you think this is?” 
 
    “Because it’s the only view that allows me to do what I need to do,” Calvin said. “I could ask ‘what if’ all the time, and allow that to guide my actions, but if I do so, I might become more afraid of what might happen than of doing what I need to do—I may be paralyzed into inaction and miss my chance to act because I’m afraid of the consequences. Yes, I may change history this way, but I don’t think so. Besides, from our perspective in time, your society is wiped out at some point in the future. There’s nothing I can do that will be worse than that.” 
 
    “Unless you’re the cause of why we get wiped out.” 
 
    Calvin nodded. “True, but I don’t think so.” 
 
    “So what are your intentions?” 
 
    “We want to talk with whoever is the head of your military.” 
 
    The administrator cocked his head a second, appearing to listen to something only he could hear. “Perhaps you were not listening,” he finally said, “but we do not have a military. While I understand the concept of a standing armed force, it is only through the use of background information. When Trrgos ended war, he disbanded all the militaries. There is no ‘military head’ to talk to.” 
 
    “So who do we talk to, then, if we were trying to get decisions made?” 
 
    “What kind of decisions?” 
 
    “Decisions like whether or not a military force should be developed to fight the Enemy when it shows up here? Decisions on how to improve weapons and technology to arm that force?” 
 
    “Well, each company has its own small security force, but those are limited by law according to the size of the company. There is also the Security Cartel that companies and cartels can petition to provide security services, but no one is really developing weapons and technology. They are not allowed to.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    The administrator chuckled. “Were you not listening? Trrgos outlawed militaries and froze weapons technologies to what existed at the time. Anyone other than the Security Cartel members who are caught developing or using weapons or weapons technologies are subject to termination, along with their families.” 
 
    “Where does that leave us? We have weapons.” 
 
    “Oh, you will all be terminated once the Security Cartel catches up with you. There is no doubt about that in my mind whatsoever.” 
 
    “Who can authorize the use of weapons?” 
 
    “Only the Council of Principals or the emperor himself could do so.” 
 
    “Who’s the Council of Principals? Where do they meet?” 
 
    “That is the standing board of cartel heads who advise the emperor on the performance of his job. The emperor is elevated from the council and serves for a period of ten years, at which time the position rotates to the next cartel in line. The current chief executive is from the Banking Cartel. As to where it meets, the Council of Principals meets in the Trrgos System.” 
 
    “And how do we get there?” 
 
    “Through the stargate, of course.” The administrator looked up with a strange gleam in his eye. “And how will you be paying for the use of the stargate, Mr. ‘I’m From the Future?’ Please don’t tell me that money doesn’t exist in the future and everything is free.” 
 
    “Would you believe me if I did?” 
 
    “No, I would not.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Calvin said, “because it does.” He winced as the realization came to him. “So…would you like that in US or Terran Dollars?” 
 
    “I do not believe either of those are valid on the galactic exchange. If you do not have our currency, you do not go through the stargate.” 
 
    “We don’t have your currency,” Calvin said. “However, we would be willing to barter for it.” 
 
    “Good,” the administrator said. “As it turns out, I have a task that needs doing. Something where weapons might be helpful. If you were to accomplish it for me, I would be willing to let you use the stargate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CO’s Conference Room, TSS Vella Gulf, Klahr System 
 
    “A task, huh?” the CO asked. “Why do I think I’m not going to like this?” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be too bad, I don’t think,” Calvin said. “We just have to bring a box back from the next system over.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t the administrator just send his folks to go get it? Surely he has access to a ship somewhere and security forces he could send. At least he did before we shot them all up.” 
 
    “That’s just it,” Calvin said. “The administrator said they were about to go get it when we arrived. Now that we’ve…depleted his staff, shall we say…he says he doesn’t have anyone to send.” 
 
    “So…just go get a box. Why do I think there’s more to it than that?” 
 
    “Because there is, of course,” Calvin said. “It actually fell into the hands of some aboriginals on the planet. Apparently, the group he sent wasn’t prepared for conflict, and the minimal security forces they had were overwhelmed. The remainder of the group returned home, but they had to leave the box when they fled.” 
 
    “And the million dollar question?” the CO asked. “What’s in the box?” 
 
    “That is, of course, the issue,” Calvin said. “The box isn’t so much a box as a crate—a crate of weapons. There were ten laser rifles inside. There’s a second box with batteries in it, but we only have to return the rifles; the administrator doesn’t care about the batteries.” 
 
    “And the aborigines? Do they know how to operate the rifles?” 
 
    “The administrator got kind of shifty at that point,” Calvin said, “so I’m going to have to say, ‘yes.’ Apparently the rifles were to arm one faction so it could put down another faction and force them to mine for the Liltor Company. However, the aborigines went off script. They decided they didn’t want to work for Liltor; they wanted to be independent contractors. They had no problems enslaving the other factions of aborigines on-planet, but they didn’t want the pittance Liltor was going to pay for the minerals they harvested. They wanted additional arms. As it turns out, there’s also a prohibition on arming indigenous civilizations below a certain level of technology, of which this race is, so there’s a certain aspect of the administrator getting his hand caught in the cookie jar.” 
 
    The CO chuckled. “So let me get this straight. The administrator armed a group of people he shouldn’t have armed, and when they decided they didn’t want to play by his rules, he got cold feet and decided he wanted the weapons back before he got in trouble for giving them to the aborigines.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, something like that. We have to go in and retrieve the weapons. If we bring them back, he’ll let us use the stargate and give us directions to get to the system where the ruling council is.” 
 
    “And you think he’ll actually follow through on his promise?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, I do.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Because I promised to throw him off the platform if he didn’t,” Calvin replied. “I think I made that point very clear.” 
 
    “The Shawn Hobbs School of Winning Friends and Influencing People,” the CO said. 
 
    Calvin shrugged. “Well, he was going to do it to me first. You, too, if you remember.” 
 
    “I remember that very well,” the CO said. He paused, obviously thinking, then asked, “So, do you think you can get the rifles back easily?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “What do we know about the aborigines?” 
 
    “They’re a race of snake-like people who live underground, called the T’Chillen. They had a picture.” Calvin paused while he brought up the picture on the view screen. A giant snake rested with its massive form wrapped around a padded column. It was hard to tell, the way the snake was wrapped around it, but its body looked to be around 20 feet long, from its beak-like mouth to its metal-colored tail spike, and at least as big around as a well-built human. The alien had tiny, serpentine arms and a forked tongue, with black on black eyes atop stalks. 
 
    “That’s pretty damn ugly,” the CO said. “Something that big would also probably take a lot to bring down.” He shook his head. “And the stupid administrator wanted to arm them, too? What was he thinking?” 
 
    “I think he was thinking with his wallet,” Calvin said. “He thought the snakes would make a great race of slaves. Turns out they’re psychopathic bastards that had other ideas.” 
 
    “And you want to go take ten laser rifles from them?” 
 
    “I don’t particularly want to do that, sir, but it’s something we can do to get him to let us use the stargate.” 
 
    The CO shrugged. “Tell him to turn on the stargate to the system, and we’ll go get his damn rifles.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Valex System 
 
    “The equipment is stabilizing,” Steropes said as the ship completed the jump. “Launching probes.”  
 
    “Launch the alert fighters?” asked the XO of the Spacehawks, Lieutenant Commander Sarah ‘Lights’ Brighton.  
 
    “Not yet,” Captain Sheppard replied. “I’d like to keep them close for the moment. With the T’Chillen cities being underground, I don’t expect to need them, but I want to keep them ready in case there’s something the administrator didn’t tell us. If everything goes as planned, they’ll be released to resume training flights while we’re in-system, which I know we haven’t done enough of lately.” 
 
    “Captain Sheppard, I think I know where we are,” Solomon said. 
 
    “Progress!” the CO exclaimed. “Finally. Where and when are we?” 
 
    “I believe we are in the next arm, spinward, of the Milky Way galaxy from our home system,” Solomon said. “I am fairly certain of this…perhaps 73%.” 
 
    “So you also know ‘when’ we are?” 
 
    “If I am correct in my estimation of where we are, I can make a determination on when, but I’m not sure you want to know.” 
 
    “Why don’t you try me?” 
 
    “We are approximately 54,635 years before our time.” 
 
    “So we missed our target by 2,500 years or so?” 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    “I’m surprised we got that close, actually,” the CO said. “Any idea what difference that 2,500 years will make?” 
 
    “According to Commander Hobbs’ initial report on his meeting with the administrator, war here ended 2,100 years ago. It is likely we were supposed to arrive before that happened.” 
 
    “That makes sense. Can we jump another 2,500 years?” 
 
    “Not without a power source, the likes of which we haven’t seen yet.” 
 
    “Damn,” the CO said. He squared his shoulders. “I guess we continue on this course of action, then, at least for the time being.” He chuckled at his inadvertent pun, then turned to Steropes. “Are we getting any activity from the planet? 
 
    “I don’t see any signs of activity in space,” Steropes noted. “I am, however, showing signs of life on the planet where we were told the T’Chillen cities are located.” 
 
    “Launch the shuttles,” Captain Sheppard ordered. “The sooner we get this done, the sooner we can be on our way.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Cargo Bay, Shuttle 01, Valex  
 
    “Go! Go! Go!” Master Chief yelled as the shuttle touched down, and the troopers of the Space Force rushed out in a combat deployment.  
 
    “Gluck ab!” the soldiers yelled as they deployed.  
 
    The second shuttle landed next to Calvin’s, and he could hear the leader of the Ground Force, Gunnery Sergeant Jerry ‘Wolf’ Stasik, yelling at the troopers under him as Calvin exited the shuttle with Farhome alongside him. It had been easier to allow the Aesir to come; otherwise, he would’ve probably knocked out one of Calvin’s troopers and taken his—or her—place. Either was equally possible with Farhome.  
 
    Within seconds, both shuttles were empty, and they lifted off again to provide overwatch with their weapons. Two of the Viper fighters were also nearby for close air support, should they be needed. 
 
    Calvin checked the map in his implants; the shuttles had dropped them off exactly where they were supposed to—a half-mile from the entrance to Trissek, the capital city of the T’Chillen. Close enough to be seen landing but far enough out to not provoke an immediate response. Hopefully. 
 
    “Dantone, you and Weinert take the lead,” Master Chief ordered. 
 
    “Sure, put the cyborgs in front to draw the fire,” Dantone grumbled good-naturedly. “I see how you are.” While he’d had some issues initially adjusting to his new status as a cyborg, Dantone had come to accept it and the capabilities it gave the unit. Calvin had breathed a huge sigh of relief when Dantone had found acceptance; having a crazy cyborg in the unit was not good for the overall health and success of the group. 
 
    The platoon spread out in a “V” formation behind the two cyborgs, with First Squad—also known as the Space Force—to the left, and Second Squad—the Ground Force—to the right. The arid ground rolled gently in their direction of travel, making an above-ground ambush unlikely, although an ambush from below was definitely possible and something they’d briefed. He could see several of the giant T’Chillen in the area around them, and his jaw dropped open in awe. Although he’d known—mentally—that they grew to over 20 feet long, seeing the 600-pound monsters was still somewhat overwhelming. 
 
    He shook his head, forcing himself to look away from the aliens pacing them two hundred yards away and saw several of the troops had stopped to gawk. 
 
    “Dammit! Get back in formation!” Master Chief yelled, also noticing them. The troopers hurried to get back into their positions, but Calvin could see them still trying to sneak glances at the giant creatures. 
 
    Calvin smiled as he caught himself doing it, too. It was hard not to. 
 
    Then he thought about what it would be like to be on the receiving end of a T’Chillen charge and shuddered, hoping it didn’t come to that. As big as the snakes were…he shuddered again. It would be hard to stop, short of the liberal application of high explosives. He didn’t want to find out what it looked like. 
 
    The entrance to the city was easy to see, and it appeared the T’Chillen were guiding them toward it, although that had been their destination from the start. A large hole, 30 feet across, had been dug into a small hillock, which a large, black structure had been raised over, probably to keep the rain out.  
 
    The black rock appeared to be obsidian, or something like it, and it had been polished and had runes cut into it. Tichp had given the Terrans a translation matrix, which had been uploaded into their implants, and Calvin could see it read, “Trissek. Home of the Master Race,” from several hundred yards away. 
 
    “You see what it says up at the entrance?” Master Chief asked quietly as he moved closer. 
 
    “Yeah,” Calvin replied. “Nothing like having a race of Nazi snakes.” 
 
    “Still think this’ll go well?” 
 
    “Nope. But I’m not sure we have any choice at this point. At least we know where two of the laser rifles are.” He nodded toward the entranceway, where two of the biggest T’Chillen they’d seen so far waited on a column on either side of the doorway. Both came down from their perches as the Terrans approached and slid forward to meet them, their hoods flaring slightly, making them look like massively oversized cobras. 
 
    “Circle the wagons,” Master Chief commed, and the two ends of the “V” pulled in toward each other, making the formation into a circle around Calvin, Night, Farhome, and Master Chief. 
 
    “Have I ever told you I hate snakes?” Farhome asked with a giggle as the T’Chillen drew closer. “All slimy and slithery. Yuck.” 
 
    “It’s gonna be a bitch taking those rifles from them if they don’t want to give them up,” Night muttered quietly. 
 
    “I know,” Calvin said. “I was just thinking the same thing.” 
 
    The T’Chillen stopped about 20 feet away from Dantone, with enough space between them so they wouldn’t get in each other’s way. The laser rifles looked like toys in their tentacle-like hands. “Who are you?” one of them asked. “You do not look like anyone who has been here before.” 
 
    “We’d like to speak to your leader, War Leader Sangh Khushk,” Calvin said, stepping forward. 
 
    One of the T’Chillen slithered a little closer and stared down at Calvin, causing all the troops to step back slightly, readying their weapons. Calvin knew, looking up at the snake, if it chose to strike him, anything they did would probably be too late to save him—the T’Chillen was big enough to bite him in half. While the giant snake’s teeth might not be able to penetrate the armor of his suit, Calvin was still going to get pretty mangled in the process. 
 
    “And why would War Leader Khushk want to speak to you?” A drip fell from his fangs and hissed as it melted the small plant it fell on.  
 
    “I bring a message from Administrator Yorch,” Calvin said. 
 
    “Follow me,” the T’Chillen said. It spun and, along with the other guard, proceeded back toward the entryway into the city. 
 
    “Uh, sir,” Night said as the platoon moved forward to follow, “I’m reminded of a story my mother read to me when I was little. There’s a line that stayed with me—very few mongooses, no matter how wise they may be, will follow a cobra into its hole.” 
 
    “I’m aware of the story,” Calvin said, “and it’s not my intention to follow them into the hole.” 
 
    Master Chief cocked his head. “Hey, sir, how about we kill these two, take their rifles, and call it a day? We could make eight more copies of them in the replicator and give them to Yorch. Ten laser rifles, as nice as you please. Problem solved.” 
 
    “And if they have non-sequential serial numbers or some other way of tracking them?” 
 
    “Then we’d be screwed.” 
 
    “Yeah. We would.” 
 
    The T’Chillen led them to the structure, and one of them entered the hole without stopping, while the other waved them to follow with his rifle. 
 
    Calvin stopped at the mouth of the hole, his hand raised in a fist. Everyone behind him stopped as Calvin looked into the hole. He couldn’t see very far into it, but the passageway appeared to remain wide as it descended into the darkness. His sensors showed it was ten degrees warmer in the hole than outside, which was already hotter than he liked. 
 
    “Why are you stopping?” the remaining T’Chillen asked. 
 
    “How about if you ask the War Leader to come up here?” Calvin asked. “I’m not comfortable going into the city.” 
 
    The T’Chillen began making a noise Calvin’s implants translated as laughing. “The War Leader come to meet with emissaries from another race? That will never happen. If you want to meet with him, you will do so in the throne room.” 
 
    “Would now be a good time to kill these two and take their laser rifles?” Night commed. 
 
    “And how would we find the other eight we need?” 
 
    “Eventually they’d have to send out the troops, and some of them should be holding them?” 
 
    “Holding them…and firing them at us?” 
 
    “Well, yes sir, probably. It might be better than having them firing them at us while we’re in the hole.” 
 
    “No doubt…but we can’t guarantee they’d ever bring them out to use on us. I suspect we’ll find most—if not all—of the other laser rifles close to the War Leader.” 
 
    “That is, unfortunately, probably true. So it looks like we’re going in the hole after all?” 
 
    “Yeah. I think we’ll have to.” 
 
    “Awesome.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Dantone, you and Weinert have point again,” Master Chief commed as Calvin started forward. 
 
    “After me, sir,” Dantone said, squeezing past Calvin to enter the cave first. 
 
    “And me,” Weinert said from Calvin’s other side as he followed the massive cyborg into the hole. 
 
    “And I better not catch any of you knuckleheads who haven’t dialed your grenade launchers down,” Master Chief added. “We’ll be underground, and I don’t want to get caught up in someone’s fireball of death, got it?” 
 
    As Calvin followed Weinert into the hole, he caught movement out of the corner of his eye as a couple of the Space Force troopers dialed their grenade launchers down. When he didn’t think anyone was looking, he pushed his down several settings, too, as he realized Master Chief was right—in the close confines underground, any blast could be channeled back at you, and the surrounding terrain might focus any blast in unpredictable—and possibly unwanted—ways. 
 
    Although the tunnel was very dimly lit—especially compared to the harsh sunlight outside—Calvin was able to use the suit’s low-light capabilities to enhance his vision and could see a long way in the gloom. 
 
    The passageway sloped down at a gentle angle, going deeper and deeper, and passages began jutting off on both sides. Master Chief had the troopers close up so they could better support each other and wouldn’t get cut off as easily in an ambush. 
 
    “You see that?” Night asked as they passed by some air shafts. 
 
    “The vents?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “Well, sort of. There were rooms up those air shafts, with a lot of heat signatures inside them. If I were a betting man, that’s where they have their garrisoned troops, ready to respond. Far enough from the surface to keep from getting caught up in a blast or collapse, but close enough to support the troopers there at a moment's notice.” 
 
    “Suppose that’s where the laser rifles are?” 
 
    “No, I think you’re right; they’re probably used for the defense of their leader.” 
 
    Calvin nodded. “So we continue on.” 
 
    The passageway opened up into a large cavern after another hundred yards, where a variety of shops had been set up. Smaller—comparatively speaking—T’Chillen rested on pillars as they hawked their wares. Everything from food to gifts was represented. Even though the T’Chillen didn’t wear a lot of clothes, there were also a number of adornments for sale. The temperature in the room was higher than the passageway into it, and the coolers on Calvin’s suit shifted into a higher gear. 
 
    He glanced at one of the vendors, then turned his head with a shudder. The shop sold food, apparently, as a variety of animals—some whole, some cut into pieces—were displayed. A number of the parts for sale looked identical to the T’Chillen they were following, and Calvin realized they were probably cannibals, at least to some extent. Happily, they exited the cavern shortly after and didn’t go by another food vendor, although they did pass through a few more caverns, some of which were enormous in size. 
 
    After about 20 minutes of walking, passageways began extending from the main passage with increased frequency, and the number of T’Chillen moving about rose dramatically. The aliens watched the Terrans passing through with apparent curiosity, although whether that was just general inquisitiveness or they wanted to try a bite of Terran, Calvin didn’t know. One licked his suit, and it left behind scoring on the armor.  
 
    “Hey, guard!” he finally called as the T’Chillen pressed ever closer to them. “Can you keep them back?” 
 
    The lead T’Chillen turned. “Are you scared of them?” 
 
    “No,” Calvin said, trying to sound tough and sure of himself. “They’re getting too close, and I don’t want any…misunderstandings. Our journey will be easier if we aren’t forced to defend ourselves.” 
 
    The T’Chillen bobbed its head once, then began calling for the locals to stay back. Apparently they were used to listening to commands; they drew back from the Terrans, and the group was allowed to walk along unimpeded. 
 
    After another five minutes, they arrived at the entrance to a large chamber. “Wait here,” one of the guards said. “I will announce you.” 
 
    The massive T’Chillen slithered through the opening and shouted, “Emissaries from Ambassador Yorch approach!” His voice was amplified somehow, as it seemed to echo throughout the space on the other side. 
 
    The T’Chillen stuck his head back through and said, “You may enter.” 
 
    Calvin led the group through the opening and into an enormous cavern nearly as big as a football field. The walls on all sides were covered in paintings of battle and martial displays. Four sets of pedestals lined both sides of the cavern, with a 30-foot gap in the center, which led to a raised dais. On top of this sat two additional pedestals, with one slightly higher than the other. The two T’Chillen on the dais were the largest Calvin had seen yet, with the bigger approaching nearly 30 feet in length.  
 
    The other pedestals in the cavern were mostly full, with other T’Chillen on the floor; many of the aliens hissed as the Terrans walked through their ranks toward the platform at the end. The T’Chillen guard led them forward, ignoring the responses of the creatures, although Calvin found it harder to do so. All of them were at least 20 feet long, large enough to kill him in a bite or two, and appeared to have some antipathy for him, despite never having seen him before. Of course, that could be because they didn’t like Administrator Yorch, and the Terrans had been announced as his emissaries; Calvin could certainly see how that may have been possible. If he’d treated the T’Chillen like he’d treated the Terrans, it was easy to see why they might not be well liked. 
 
    The guard stopped at the last row of pedestals, about 35 feet in front of the dais, and held out an arm to halt the Terrans. 
 
    “What…are these little things?” asked the smaller of the two T’Chillen on the platform. 
 
    “We are Terrans,” Calvin said with a bow, “and a few Kuji, here on a mission from Ambassador Yorch in the Klahr System.” He paused as the majority of the T’Chillen hissed again. Yep, they definitely don’t like him. “We’re here on a mission of some importance to us.” 
 
    “What is your name, Terran?” asked the larger of the two. 
 
    “I’m Lieutenant Commander Shawn Hobbs, and I bring greetings to you from our leader, President Katrina Nehru.” Better to associate with a different leader. 
 
    “I am War Leader Sangh Khushk of Clan Aphu,” the bigger T’Chillen said, “and this is War Leader Consort Nasreen Bajwa. I do not know of your people, but I know if you come from Yorch, you will not find friends here.” 
 
    “We are no more his friends than you are,” Calvin said. “We only come here—” 
 
    “Because you want to take away the laser rifles he gave us,” Khushk interrupted. 
 
    “How did you—” 
 
    “How did I know?” Khushk interrupted again. “Because you are not the first people he has sent to ask for them back. Did he tell you we ate the last party he sent?” 
 
    “Uh…no he did not.” 
 
    “Not surprising,” Bajwa said. “He is a slimy little thing with no honor.” 
 
    “In that we are in agreement,” Calvin said. “We would like nothing more than to conclude negotiations with you and get as far away from him as possible.” 
 
    “That assumes you have something to negotiate with,” Khushk replied. “I do not see how that is so. You are here, outnumbered, and out of reach of your people in the air or in space. All I see is a little snack for some of our elite warriors.” 
 
    “There’s no doubt you could kill us all,” Calvin replied. “However, I’d ask you if it would be worth the cost to you. There’s no doubt in my mind, for example, if you order your people to attack us, you personally will certainly perish in the fighting that follows.” 
 
    The war leader made a motion and a door opened behind him. Eight large T’Chillen slithered through it and took up stations to either side of him. 
 
    “You were right about the lasers,” Night muttered behind Calvin. 
 
    Calvin nodded once; all eight were armed with laser rifles.  
 
    “And now?” Khushk asked. “Do you still think you could kill me?”  
 
    “Without a doubt,” Calvin said. “Our weapons are far more powerful than anything you’ve ever seen.” 
 
    The war leader unwound himself from the pedestal and slid forward to the edge of the platform. The additional guards behind him moved forward as well, and Calvin found it hard to hold his ground with every fiber of his body screaming run! 
 
    “I would like to see these new weapons in action,” Khushk said, “because I do not believe you.” He nodded to the weapon Calvin was holding. “If that is the weapon, it does not look any bigger or more powerful than the ones my guards have.” 
 
    “This is indeed one of the new weapons,” Calvin said. “If you’ll give us the laser weapons you have, we’ll be happy to go up to the surface with you and show them to you.” 
 
    “Yes,” Khushk said. “I would very much like a demonstration. Follow me.” 
 
    With that, he went around the Terrans and proceeded up the aisle toward the back of the chamber. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” one of the guards asked. “The war leader told you to follow him. Go!” 
 
    Something in the way the guard said it triggered Calvin’s fight or flight response again, and everything in his body said he ought to run. He looked around the cavern quickly and saw everyone—including all the T’Chillen—was looking at him, waiting for his response. The one thing he didn’t see, however, was a way out, other than the one the war leader was quickly leaving through. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said with a sigh as he turned to follow Khushk. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Underground Tunnels, Trissek, Valex  
 
    “Are you sure it was a good idea to mention we had new and more powerful weapons?” Night asked as they followed the war leader through the tunnels. 
 
    “No, I’m pretty sure it was a horrible idea,” Calvin replied. “Unfortunately it was the only thing I could think of.” 
 
    “I don’t see this turning out well.” 
 
    “Me neither.” 
 
    Night switched to the platoon frequency. “Be alert. Both the boss and I have a feeling this isn’t going to go well. When things go south, light up the ones with the lasers first. The liberal application of explosives is authorized, but try not to bring the roof down on us. Any questions?” 
 
    There weren’t any, and Calvin risked a glance over his shoulder. He could see the fear he felt in his heart reflected in the eyes of his troopers, and he mentally shook his head, steeling himself. He wasn’t going to die thousands of years before his time on some faraway planet. Not today, anyway. 
 
    The sense of resolve fled quickly as the war leader led them into a chamber almost as big as the one they’d left. The walls were roughhewn and scarred with a variety of laser burns and smoke. Khushk waved a hand at the open area. “There is no need to go up above; we have our own field of battle right here. Pick your best warrior to battle one of mine.” 
 
    “Will my warrior be able to use all our weapons?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Khushk said with a chuckle. “How else will we get to see them in action?” 
 
    “If I might recommend taking the far side of this space, sir?” Master Chief asked. “That way our backs are to the wall, and there’s none of the damn snakes behind us?” 
 
    “Good point,” Calvin said with a nod, and the Terrans crossed the chamber and turned to find the T’Chillen flowing into it. Although hundreds of the snakes entered the cavern before the guards stopped allowing entry, filling nearly half of it, they left a 50-foot-wide space open along the right wall as the Terrans looked back to the entrance.  
 
    “Almost looks like a joust,” Night noted as an enormous T’Chillen slithered over to fill the opposite end. “Perhaps a firing line would be appropriate here?” he added. 
 
    “I think that would be best,” Calvin agreed. He motioned for the platoon to spread out along the wall. 
 
    “Who is going to be your champion?” Khushk called from about halfway along the lane. 
 
    “I am,” Dantone said, his voice amplified over his speakers. Night and Master Chief had both started forward but stopped and looked at him as he marched forward. “When you want a job done right,” he said at a more normal tone, “you send the cyborg.” 
 
    Several of his weapons systems powered up simultaneously. 
 
    “Ready when you are,” Dantone called. “Although I’d move away from your champion if I were you.” Despite the warning, none of the T’Chillen moved back from the firing lane; if anything, they crowded forward to see what was happening. Others in the back pushed closer, trying to get a look, and forced the front line ever closer to the battle area. Dantone shrugged. “Your funeral.” 
 
    A large T’Chillen next to the war leader moved into the center of the firing zone and looked at both participants. “When I say, ‘now,’ contestants will commence firing, and they will continue firing until the other contestant yields or is dead.” 
 
    “Any chance you’re going to yield?” Dantone called. 
 
    “None,” the T’Chillen contestant replied. 
 
    “That makes it easy, then.” Dantone adjusted the setting on his weapon and set his feet. 
 
    The T’Chillen moved back from the center of the lane. “All contestants ready? Now!” 
 
    Dantone snapped the rifle up to his shoulder and fired, but the antimatter round was slower than the laser beam the T’Chillen fired in return. Set to high power, the beam burned through the armor of his shoulder and the proto-flesh underneath. 
 
    “Bitch!” Dantone exclaimed, firing a second and third time. 
 
    The first round detonated on the chest of the T’Chillen contestant with the force of ten grenades, blowing it apart and coating the front two rows of onlookers in gore. The force of the explosion also stunned half of the ones closest, with the blast effects exacerbated by being in the enclosed space. The second round, aimed closer to the crowd as the T’Chillen collapsed, blew off its head and killed a number of the closest bystanders with its blast. The third was farther away, but the concussion waves overlapped, ripping arms and eyeball stalks from dozens of the closest T’Chillen. 
 
    “I guess I win,” Dantone said loudly into the screaming and keening that filled the space in the aftermath of the explosions. “Anyone else want to take a shot at me?” he asked as he tried to put the flap of skin back into place. 
 
    “You will all die!” Khushk screamed. 
 
    “Wait a minute!” Calvin yelled. “I told you to go outside, but you decided to do it here.” 
 
    “Those who kill T’Chillen get killed by T’Chillen!” the war leader yelled. “Kill them!” 
 
    A mass of the giant snakes rushed Dantone, who backed up, firing as he backpedaled. Explosions ripped across the line of T’Chillen, but the snakes continued to press forward, driven by the shouts of the war leader and the screams of the dead and dying. Laser beams lashed across the space from some of the war leader’s guards. 
 
    “Fire!” Calvin yelled, and the antimatter rounds slammed into the flanks of the T’Chillen pressing forward toward Dantone. Dust fell from the ceiling as the repetitive concussions shredded the snakes. “Use your lasers where able!” Calvin commed. “We don’t want to drop the ceiling on us!” 
 
    The platoon switched to lasers and began picking off the T’Chillen who looked like they still had a will to fight, although the giant aliens took two—and sometimes three—hits to drop them. Several continued to advance on Dantone, but Weinert stepped forward and sprayed them with his flamethrower. The screams of the burning T’Chillen were worse than the ones who’d had pieces blown off them in the earlier barrage. 
 
    “Forward!” Calvin ordered as the attack turned into a rout, and the remaining T’Chillen began slithering toward the door. “Down the open firing lane. Shoot any that are still alive, and try to find the guards’ laser rifles!” 
 
    “What if we don’t get them all?” Night asked from next to him. 
 
    “Then I guess we take back the ones we can, and throw the administrator off the facility if we have to.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    The platoon marched down the open area, led by Dantone and Weinert, both of whom continued to fire at any of the T’Chillen they saw moving. They stopped when they reached the center of the space.  
 
    “What’s up?” Calvin asked as he approached.  
 
    Dantone motioned to the mass of dead snakes with his rifle. “Looks like the war leader got away,” he said. “The consort took the round I fired at him. Not much left of her. I see several of the lasers in there, too, but was waiting for backup before going in to get them.” 
 
    “Good Twin,” Master Chief said, taking charge, “take your fire team and watch the door to make sure none of the snakes come back. Everyone else, cover Dantone and Weinert as they search the bodies.” 
 
    “And nobody shoot the little snake behind you,” Farhome said.  
 
    Calvin turned to find Farhome in the final stages of transforming into a snake as his feet turned into a tail. Although he was nowhere close to the size of one of the adult T’Chillen, he was still a good 10-foot-long replica. 
 
    “We hate snakes,” Farhome added. “It’s something most of us agree on.” 
 
    Calvin noticed there was no giggle or attempt at humor from the Aesir, and Calvin smiled at him. “More than you hate being the bunny?” he asked. 
 
    The snake’s lips turned up in a very un-T’Chillen smile. “No. Almost all of me hates the bunny more.” The smile grew wider, and a small giggle slipped from him. “I guess that’s something, anyway.” He started to glide toward the exit. “Remember,” he added, stopping for effect, “no one shoots the little snake!” 
 
    “Don’t shoot the baby snake,” Dantone replied.  
 
    Farhome nodded once and slithered toward the door, keeping his head down. As he reached the entrance to the cavern, he slowed to where he was only inching along, and then stopped once his head was far enough forward to see. 
 
    “Whatever you’re going to do, you’ll probably want to hurry,” Farhome commed. “It looks like King Ugly is trying to rally his people.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Calvin said. “Everyone not in Good Twin’s fire team, help search the bodies. And shoot them once in the head before you move any of them to make sure they’re dead.” He headed into the pile, where the cyborgs were pulling snakes out of the way. 
 
    “Sorry if I went a little over the top,” Dantone said as he came alongside. “I didn’t see any way they were going to let us out of here alive and with our weapons; I just sped up the process.” 
 
    Calvin nodded. “No; I don’t think we were getting out of here any other way, either. Next time, how about a little heads-up, though, okay?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “They’re coming!” Farhome exclaimed. He frantically began pushing himself away from the doorway. As soon as he was clear, he slithered back toward the line of Terran troopers forming alongside Good Twin’s fire team, about halfway along the cavern. “Lots of smaller ones are in the lead!” 
 
    “They’ll be trying to out-maneuver us,” Master Chief said.  
 
    “Everyone is authorized grenade-sized explosives as needed, except in the doorway,” Calvin ordered. “Dantone and Weinert, you’ve got the entryway. Try to block it as much as possible to slow them down!” 
 
    He’d just finished saying it as the first T’Chillen came into sight, and both cyborgs fired into the mass, shredding them as they entered. As Farhome had warned, the snakes were smaller—only 15-18 feet long—and were moving more quickly than the ones they’d fought earlier. Several of them made it through the doorway before the explosives fired by the cyborgs began blocking it with the dead and dying bodies of the T’Chillen. 
 
    Additional explosions tracked the three who made it through the doorway, and all three were quickly put down, ripped apart by multiple grenade blasts. Additional snakes tried to squeeze through the entry, and Dantone kept up a constant stream of explosives, shredding the T’Chillen as they entered, with Weinert killing any of the ones that continued trying to struggle forward after the initial barrage. As the snakes died in the doorway, additional snakes slithered onto the corpses of their comrades, and died on top of them, clogging the entry. 
 
    “Lieutenant Commander Hobbs, Vella Gulf Actual,” Captain Sheppard’s voice came across the comms. “Looks like you stirred up the snake pit down there. There are dozens of them coming out of the hole you went into. A number of them are armed, and the shuttle had to pull back.” 
 
    “We had to defend ourselves,” Calvin said. He looked at his force as the snakes continued trying to enter the cavern. “How many are armed? It looks like we have at least five of the rifles we came here to get, and we saw most of the rest.” 
 
    “I’m afraid we’ve been lied to. There are dozens with laser rifles on the surface. It’s going to be hot getting you out of there.” 
 
    “I’m going to throw that asshole off the platform when we get back,” Calvin muttered. 
 
    “Not if I see him first,” Master Chief replied. “Ten lasers, my ass.” 
 
    “Well, we have to get out of here if we’re going to do so. Night, you and Master Chief work up a plan to get us to the surface, and I’ll take care of what’s up there.” 
 
    “You got it, sir,” Night said as Calvin began comming orders back up to the ship.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “So what’s the plan?” Calvin asked a couple of minutes later, once he’d set the airwing into motion. 
 
    “Well, we’ve got a bit of a problem,” Night said, indicating the doorway. “We’re kind of stuck.” 
 
    Calvin looked up and saw that nearly the entire entryway—from floor to 30-foot-high ceiling—had been blocked with dead T’Chillen. Layer upon layer of the creatures, and parts of creatures, filled the entry to within five feet of the top. Blood ran from the pile in streams and formed pools of it in the cavern. 
 
    “What do you suggest?” 
 
    “We’re going to have to approach it and plant some explosives. The only thing I can see to do is blow a hole out. I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to try to climb that pile only to meet one of them at the top as we exit.” 
 
    “No, I can’t say I want to either.” Calvin surveyed the pile. The way they were stacked, there wasn’t a way to jump up onto the pile for a quick egress. “Okay, do it.” 
 
    “Platoon!” Master Chief called. “Move forward as briefed!”  
 
    As one, the platoon moved toward the entryway, with everyone covering the remaining space at the top. Although the T’Chillen hadn’t shown a desire to squirm through what space remained, everyone was ready if one did. 
 
    “All right, Z-man,” Master Chief said when they’d closed to approximately 15 feet of the entryway, “you’re up.” 
 
    “Got it,” Staff Sergeant Alka Zoromski said. “C’mon, Phil.” 
 
    The trooper moved forward, along with one of the Kuji—Corporal ‘Phil’ Fillississolliss—staying along the right wall out of the line of fire. Zoromski reached the bottom T’Chillen in the pile—a large one—and fired his laser repeatedly into its face, and the faces of the ones around it. “Just trying to be sure,” he noted as he slung his rifle and stepped forward to arms-reach of the pile.  
 
    Phil came to stand alongside him, keeping a wary eye on the stack.  
 
    “C’mon, man,” Zoromski urged.  
 
    “Just being careful,” Phil replied. “I hate snakes.” He finally turned away from the pile. 
 
    “Who doesn’t?” Zoromski asked, taking the pack of explosives off Phil’s back. Although the aliens weren’t particularly facile with their short T-Rex-like arms, they were strong, and able to carry large packs, especially when augmented by their suits. He quickly took the roll of det cord and wrapped the bottom T’Chillen’s body with it, then packed explosives as far into the pile as he could, angling them to blast out into the hallway beyond. 
 
    Finally, he stepped back and eyed his work critically. “I think that’ll do,” he remarked to himself. 
 
    “How much did you use?” Calvin asked. 
 
    Zoromski chuckled. “All of it.” He paused and added, “All of that pack, anyway.”  
 
    Calvin looked up at the pile. “Is it going to be enough?” 
 
    “Don’t know. I’m not trying to shift the whole pile, though, sir; I’m just trying to cut a hole in it that we can escape out of.” He smiled. “If you’ll move back, sir, we’ll see if I know what the hell I’m doing.” 
 
    Everyone moved back a healthy distance, and Zoromski nodded. “Ready.” 
 
    “Do it,” Calvin said. 
 
    “Fire in the hole!” Zoromski pressed the initiator, and the charges erupted, hurling pieces T’Chillen across the room. The det cord blasted through the bottom snake, cutting through it like a knife through a roll of cookie dough. The rest of the pile shifted, but stayed mostly in place. 
 
    “Nice,” Zoromski said with a nod. “Gunny, if you’d do the honors.”  
 
    Dantone strode forward, grabbed the T’Chillen’s head by the eyestalks, and pulled. Both eyestalks came off in his hands. “Oops,” he remarked. He grabbed the snake by the lower jawbone and pulled, and the head section slid to the side, revealing a small tunnel that led to the passageway outside the cavern. 
 
    “One exit tunnel, no waiting,” Zoromski said. “Who wants to go first?” 
 
    “When you want something done right…” Master Chief said. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Dantone muttered. “How’d I know you were going to say that?” He looked over to Weinert. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Dantone walked over and looked at the tunnel skeptically. “Not sure I’m going to fit,” he said. 
 
    “I can make it bigger,” Zoromski said. 
 
    “Nah, I don’t want to give them any more warning than we have to.” He slung his rifle over his back with the muzzle pointing down, then got down on his hands and knees and pushed forward. As he’d noted, the hole wasn’t quite big enough, and he had to bull his way forward. He reached the edge of the hole and looked out into the passageway. “Looks like they’ve withdrawn a bit,” he said. 
 
    He started to push his way out of the tunnel and made it about halfway out before the rest of his body was yanked from the tunnel, and his body disappeared upward. 
 
    “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” Dantone’s muffled voice said. 
 
    Weinert was down and into the tunnel in a flash, with Calvin right behind him. As Calvin rose in the passageway, he saw two things quickly—Dantone’s legs sticking out from the mouth of the T’Chillen king, who was draped across the top of the stack of dead bodies, and a large mass of T’Chillen coming down the passageway toward him. Dantone’s hands were sticking out, and had grabbed onto the giant snake’s jaw; he didn’t appear to be going anywhere, but the giant mass of T’Chillen was coming on quickly.   
 
    Leaving Weinert to help Dantone, Calvin swung his rifle toward the approaching T’Chillen and began firing. “A little help would be good here!” he called. 
 
    “Now what have you gotten yourself into?” Master Chief said as he stood up next to him. “Oh, fuck!” He swung his rifle up and began firing down the passageway as well.  
 
    Within seconds, there were five Terrans firing, and the mass of snakes halted and began withdrawing again, leaving a number of dead and dying in their wake, their bodies blasted apart. Calvin spun to help Dantone and was just in time to see Weinert pry the T’Chillen’s jaws apart and Dantone drop from the king’s lifeless mouth. Even in death, it took all of Weinert’s substantial strength to get the giant snake’s mouth open. Laser holes pocketed the length of the snake, and its eyestalks had been either ripped or shot off. 
 
    Dantone rose and looked at his body in disgust. His armor was crushed and broken, and proto-flesh hung off him in big strips. He began pulling off the dangling pieces. “Stupid fucking snakes,” he muttered in annoyance. Steam rose from pieces of both his flesh and the armor. “Seriously? They aren’t disgusting enough without being venomous, too? Gah!” 
 
    “Are you okay?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “Mostly, sir,” the cyborg replied. “I’ve got some servos that are damaged, and my armor and skin is trashed, but my combat systems still show 93%. Stupid thing couldn’t bite through me, and I had ahold of his jaw, so he couldn’t swallow me whole. Just be glad you didn’t have to smell his breath, though. The word ‘fetid’ doesn’t do it justice. What its saliva is doing to my gear and flesh isn’t any too pretty, either.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you could still smell,” Calvin said. 
 
    “I don’t smell like you do. I am, however, able to analyze the air around me. While that’s helpful for determining whether air is breathable—and I still need oxygen for my brain—I can also analyze other scents in the air. Or in giant snakes’ mouths. Based on the components of its breath, I can assure you—it wasn’t minty fresh.” 
 
    “Will you be all right?” Master Chief asked. 
 
    “Yeah, Master Chief; I’ll be fine. It’ll take a lot more than a snake with bad breath to put me out of action, although they did manage to piss me off.” 
 
    “Good, because we need to get the hell out of here, and you’ve got point. Let’s move out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Underground Tunnels, Trissek, Valex  
 
    “How much farther?” Master Chief commed from the back of the platoon 15 minutes later. 
 
    “I show about five minutes to the surface,” Calvin said, looking at the mapping feature of his suit. “Night, what have you got?”  
 
    “I show the same. We’re almost there. What’s up?” 
 
    “The snakes are starting to push up on us,” Master Chief said. “They’re getting closer and closer, and I’m seeing movement at the cross-passages.” 
 
    “Feel free to back them off with a few well-placed explosives,” Calvin said. “Collapse anything you want behind you as you go.” 
 
    “Wilco.” 
 
    Calvin could feel the vibrations through his feet as grenades went off behind him.  
 
    “Shit! That seems to have pissed them off! They’re charging us! Stand by.” The vibrations in the floor increased in frequency and intensity. “Okay, we dropped some of the tunnel, and Weinert is holding them at bay for now. We’re headed toward you on the double.” 
 
    Night pointed in front of them. “Looks like the passageway gets lighter up there, sir. I think we’re almost to the surface. Doesn’t seem to be any defenses between us and the entrance.” 
 
    “I know,” Calvin said, “and that’s making me really nervous.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Viper 01, West of Trissek, Valex 
 
    “Lights, Calvin, we’re almost to the surface. Where are you?” 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Sarah ‘Lights’ Brighton, the XO of the Spacehawk Squadron, glanced out the canopy of her cockpit before answering. “I’m about 20 miles west of the entrance to the city. I’ve got a flight of four and another flight of four flying top cover. The shuttles are 20 miles north of your position. Be advised, the area around the entrance is crawling with snakes. They have a number of defensive sites set up that we’ll have to take out before you emerge.” 
 
    “That’s what I was afraid of. It’s almost as if we’re being herded out.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t think they’ve seen us yet, and if they have, they haven’t taken any shots at us, so they may not have any antiaircraft weapons. Just let me know when you’re ready, and we’ll start the snake roast.” 
 
    “We’re ready. They’re pushing us hard from behind, so we figured there was something nasty waiting for us up top. Go ahead and clear us a landing zone. Beware, though, we know they have lasers they’ll be able to hit you with.” 
 
    “We’ll do it to them before they do it to us. Lights, out.” She looked over to her Weapons Systems Officer, Lieutenant Jim Osborne. “Ready to go, Ozzy?” 
 
    “Damn right I am. I’ve got the targeting loaded into the missiles. Viper 02 has the other fixed positions, and the second section’s loaded with bombs to cover the area around the entrance.” 
 
    Lights nodded. “Here we go, then.” She switched to the squadron comm as she began climbing. “02, you’re with me. We’ll go in high and hit their defensive sites. 03 and 04, you’ve got anything we miss.”  
 
    The space fighter’s controls were light in her hands, and she quickly climbed to 20,000 feet before rolling the craft over into a dive on the target. “Viper 01’s in hot!” 
 
    “02’s in hot right behind you. Deconflicted.”  
 
    Lights nodded. Her wingman had shifted slightly to the south to make sure his missiles didn’t hit her on the way to their target. Not getting fragged by friendly fire was a good thing, and a factor of good procedures and practice. Since they hadn’t had as much practice recently as she’d have liked, at least the procedures were in place to keep her and Ozzy safe. 
 
    “Master arm is on,” Ozzy said, throwing the switch. “Pickle’s hot.” Lights made sure her finger stayed clear of the trigger. No one liked premature release.  
 
    “Designating…now,” Ozzy said as the nose of the plane came down on the target.  
 
    Glowing carets illuminated on the targeted positions, and Lights’ eyes swept across them. All seemed to be on the snakes’ positions, and she nodded. “Firing,” she said and squeezed the trigger. 
 
    In rapid succession, the four missiles jumped from the wings of her craft and raced forward toward the T’Chillen’s defensive positions. 
 
    “Good release,” Ozzy said. “Master arm is off,” he added as he threw the switch. 
 
    “01 is off, safe,” Lights commed as she pulled up and away from the target. A couple of laser beams went past the craft, but they weren’t very close. 
 
    “Eat it, snakes!” Ozzy exclaimed as he watched the targeting video. “Looks like four good hits.” 
 
    Their wingman called off their target run, and another four impacts blossomed on the targeting camera. Lights looked out the canopy and could see the dust clouds rising from their hits, as well as a lot of motion on the ground. Damn snakes have to be big in order to see them from this height, she thought. 
 
    Two space fighters way below her rocketed toward the city entrance. “03 and 04 in hot!” Lieutenant Denise Michel called. Lights’ eyes tracked the craft as they raced toward the smoke and dust clouds. Tiny speckles detached as they went past and turned into silver streams as the cluster bombs opened. A number of lasers reached up to greet the space fighters; far fewer chased after them after the weapons exploded. 
 
    “Cover Flight, did you see where the lasers are coming from?” Lights asked. 
 
    “01, Cover Flight, I see a couple of positions that are still in operation.” 
 
    “Take ‘em out.” Lights left it to the section leader to assign individual targets to the crews under his command. 
 
    “Cover flight’s in hot!” Lights looked up as she circled and saw flashes from the craft diving from high overhead. Flashes of fire indicated a number of missile launches, then the craft were pulling out of their dives and returning to their designated altitudes. “Targets neutralized.”  
 
    Lights nodded. She hadn’t seen any lasers after the last attack. “Roger that,” she commed. “Keep watch for pop-up targets.” She heard two mic clicks, indicating their agreement. “Shuttles, you’re cleared for extraction.” 
 
    “We’re on our way.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The tremors from the bombing faded. 
 
    “Shuttles are inbound. ETA two minutes.” 
 
    “Copy,” Calvin replied. He switched to the platoon frequency. “Let’s go!” he urged. “Shuttles will be here in a couple of minutes.” 
 
    “On our way,” Master Chief replied. “Whatever just happened got them all riled up again.” 
 
    “Feel free to drop more of the tunnel on them,” Calvin said. “I’m not coming back, and I’m not worried about relations with them at this point.” 
 
    “You got it, sir.” The ground shook even harder than it had before. “Okay, that helps some. We’re going to need some medical attention when we get to the ship.” 
 
    “What happened?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “Let’s just say you shouldn’t tell Bad Twin to drop a tunnel, as he gets a little over enthusiastic about it. The tunnel’s down, but we’re a little scorched.” There was a pause, and then he added, “Be with you in a minute.” 
 
    Calvin’s vanguard reached the entrance and cautiously looked outside. “Not much left out here,” Dantone said. “Lots of dead snakes and pieces of dead snakes. I’m going out.” He stepped out and went around the corner of the entranceway that had been erected. Several explosions followed. 
 
    “There were two more hiding out behind the structure,” Dantone called. “It’s safe to come out now.” 
 
    Calvin led the platoon out the entranceway. He could see two of the T’Chillen defensive positions from the entrance. Both had been blasted apart. “Hey, Night. How many lasers have we collected so far?” 
 
    “Six, I think.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” Calvin pointed to one of the positions. “I see three lasers over there, and at least two more at the site on the other side. “That makes 11, or is there some sort of new math I’m not aware of?” 
 
    “Nope. That’s 11.” 
 
    “What do you make of that?” 
 
    “We’ve been lied to?” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s what I’m thinking, too.” The two shuttles came in, and one of them landed. The other fired a few blasts from its laser, then it set down, too. Their back ramps were open, and crewmen waved them over. 
 
    “Want me to have someone grab those rifles?” Night asked.  
 
    “Yeah. If you see any more, bring them, too.” 
 
    “You mean like those two over there?” Night asked, pointing to two T’Chillen bodies out in the open, which each had a laser rifle. 
 
    “Yeah. Bring ‘em.” Calvin sighed. “And those three over there, too.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Administrator’s Office, Mineral Cartel Station, Klahr System 
 
    Master Chief tossed the last laser rifle onto the conference table, and the receiver group dug into the highly polished wood. The administrator winced, but didn’t complain. 
 
    “That’s what we found,” Calvin said. “Twenty-two rifles.” 
 
    “But you got all of them?” the administrator asked with hope in his voice. 
 
    “No!” Calvin exclaimed. “I can almost guarantee that we didn’t get them all. The king’s guard had them. Random soldiers had them. Hell, there’s probably an armory there that’s stocked with them. Who the hell knows?” 
 
    “Well, you have to go back and get the rest,” the administrator said. 
 
    “Oh, no we don’t!” Calvin exclaimed. “You told us to get 10. We brought you back 10, plus that many more. Plus a couple of extras. The one thing I know for sure is I’m not going back into that snake hole looking for more of your rifles. How many of them did you really lose?” 
 
    “We only lost 10, but it is as I feared; they are able to replicate them, or manufacture them…or something. We knew they were good at reverse engineering, which is why we needed to get them back quickly. Apparently you weren’t fast enough.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not on us. There’s no telling how many of them exist now, nor where they might be. They may be in other cities around the planet now, for all we know. There’s no way to ensure you get them all or to destroy them.” 
 
    “What do you mean? We could nuke them from orbit.” 
 
    “Yeah, but there’s no way to be sure you get them all. Some of those tunnels go deep into the planet; there’s no way you could destroy all their cities. If there’s one thing I know, it’s that you can’t put this shit back into the horse—the technology is out, and you’re going to have to deal with it.” 
 
    “What is a horse and why would you want to put excrement back into it?” the administrator asked. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Calvin said. “What does matter is we did what you asked. We brought you back 10 laser rifles. Are you going to make good on your end of the deal?” 
 
    The administrator looked down at the table as if considering, then back up. “What if I were to pay you?” 
 
    “Have you not been listening?” Calvin exclaimed. “We aren’t going back underground with the T’Chillen. We aren’t going to fight 30-foot-long snakes for you. And we’re definitely not going to go look for more of your rifles, especially since there’s no way to tell how many of them actually exist. It isn’t going to happen! We did what you asked us to—we brought back these rifles for you. Are you going to open the stargate or not?” 
 
    “Yes, I will open it for you,” the administrator said. “Proprietor Zelph will take care of you.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I like the way you said that,” Captain Sheppard said. “What exactly is a proprietor?” 
 
    “Oh, there is nothing to be worried about with the proprietor,” Yorch said, his words coming in a rush. “He is my boss’ boss, so he will be able to help you more than I can. A proprietor is the head of a cartel division, in this case, the Mineral Cartel’s Mining Division. He oversees all the Mineral Cartel’s mining operations, including aero-mining, like what we do here. Below the proprietor are directors, which run individual companies. I report to Director Elbet, who is in charge of Liltor Mining, Incorporated. As an administrator, I manage the company’s operations in-system. Under me I have managers, who manage the different company divisions in-system; chiefs, who run various sections of our operation; overseers who are shift supervisors; and the peons who actually do the work.” 
 
    “Did you get all that, Calvin?” the CO asked. “I’m afraid there’s going to be a quiz later.” 
 
    “I think I got that there were companies that make up the various cartels, and that each level has someone in charge, which makes sense. The company’s boss in a system is an administrator—like Administrator Yorch here. Above him is the company head, who was a…” 
 
    “Director,” Yorch supplied. “My boss is a director.” 
 
    “So a director runs the company,” Calvin said, “and then a proprietor, who’s a cartel division head, is above them.” 
 
    “Correct,” the administrator said.  
 
    “Do I want to know who’s above them?” the CO asked. 
 
    “The proprietors report to the cartel’s chief executive officer, known as the principal. All the principals sit on the Council of Principals, which is the board that advises the emperor.” 
 
    “And that’s it?” 
 
    “Yes. The emperor is at the top of the organization chart.” 
 
    “What does he do?” 
 
    The administrator cocked his head as if he was confused. “The emperor is in charge of everything! I mean, what else would an emperor do, but supervise the running of an empire?” 
 
    “So the emperor just uses the cartels to manage the empire?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “Exactly,” the administrator said with a smile and the tone of a long-suffering teacher whose student has finally succeeded in solving the most basic of problems. “The cartels are set up to maintain efficiency within the empire.” 
 
    “And how well is that working?” the CO asked. 
 
    “Fairly well, most years. Sure, there is some overlap, and hostile takeovers happen sometimes—” 
 
    “Sometimes?” the CO asked. 
 
    “Well, more often than that, if the truth were known,” the administrator said. “That is why you do not see any of the other cartels in this system. We would be in competition with them for resources and such.” 
 
    “I’d think it would be more efficient to work with the other cartels than against them,” Calvin said. “If the object really is efficiency.” 
 
    “Well, we do work with other cartels sometimes,” Yorch replied, “but usually only to crush a third cartel and distribute the profits between us.” 
 
    “It sounds like the object is actually competition, not efficiency,” Calvin noted. 
 
    “Is there anything besides competition that will make companies more efficient? If you have a company and I have a company, we compete to be the most efficient, because, at the end, there can be only one winner. If there is only my company and no other in competition with it, what is the company’s impetus to be efficient? There is none.” 
 
    “But you just said it’s good that there aren’t any other cartels in this system, because you’d be competing with them. You said it like it was a bad thing.” 
 
    “Oh, that is different. That is competition over resources in a system, not competition in general. There is a difference. It is good to compete, but not that closely, because tempers get frayed, and there’s always the potential for a hostile takeover of the company.” 
 
    “But isn’t that still competition?” 
 
    “No, that is different. The emperor has decreed that competition inside a system is bad, because it leads to inefficiencies. Only one cartel can be in a system at a time. Competition is good, but it is better to have competition separately.” 
 
    “Does that make any sense to you?” Calvin asked, turning to the CO. “All I know is, it’s making my head hurt.” 
 
    “Mine, too,” the CO replied. “I think we’ve seen enough in this system.” He turned back to the administrator. “As you asked, we returned your rifles and more from the T’Chillen. Are you going to make good on your part of the deal or not?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. I will send you along to my proprietor, Proprietor Zelph, who is two systems further along, and on your way to Trrgos System, where I hope you find what you are looking for.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the CO said. “I appreciate your assistance. That will save us—and you—a lot of trouble.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Proprietor’s Office, Mineral Cartel Station, Jangeth System 
 
    The proprietor folded both sets of hands on the table. “Thank you very much for coming.” 
 
    “You’re very welcome,” Captain Sheppard said, “although we really didn’t have much of a choice in the matter. This is the second time we’ve come to a system where the stargate to leave was turned off. In our time, that just doesn’t happen. Hopefully we can work things out quickly with you to get it turned back on again, as we’re currently on a mission and need to be on our way.” 
 
    The proprietor’s office was inside one of the largest space stations Calvin had ever seen, and the station in general—and the proprietor’s office in particular—had spared no expense. Real wood paneling covered the walls, with a variety of awards, images, and trophies scattered throughout. The polished wood was impressive, and the gold and platinum accents gleamed throughout in the recessed lighting. 
 
    “Yes,” the proprietor said, drawing out the final consonant. Like Administrator Yorch, the man was humanoid, but with four arms. Unlike the administrator, he seemed to think a lot slower, and he drew out his words in an effort to cover up his delay in responding. “I heard from my associate in the Klahr System about your…mission. How you say you are from the future and trying to save your society, and so forth.” 
 
    “But you don’t believe him.” 
 
    “I don’t really…know,” the proprietor said. “You certainly have a ship that is unlike anything I have ever seen, and one I have been unable to find on the ‘Net. I have done a number of searches, and have been unable to find anything like it in antiquity, either, from back when we actually had military forces. So you either are what you say you are, or you are an incredibly well-financed cover story for something…else.” 
 
    “Okay,” Sheppard said. “I’ll bite. What are we a cover for?” 
 
    “I don’t…know, and I’m having a hard time coming up with a financially viable reason for putting all this together, which makes the first choice—as crazy as it seems—the more likely choice. I did not get to be the head of the Mining Division without having a pretty good handle on what the competition—and our enemies—are doing. It does not make sense to spend all the time and money building your ship, without a good financial reason, especially since your ship is—at its very roots—illegal.” 
 
    “Illegal? What do you mean?” 
 
    “I take it you are asking why it is illegal, rather than asking for a definition of what illegal is?” 
 
    “Yes. Why is our ship illegal?” 
 
    “Your ship is armed, and it is not sporting the logo of any of the cartels or the Empire Security Force. At least, not that any of our automated systems have been able to find. You also do not identify yourself as a member of any of the cartels or the ESF, which makes you look like a pirate. There are, of course, strict laws against piracy, which even the cartels are allowed to enforce with our security departments. Additionally, your ship appears to be armed with weapons that are more than what our cartel security forces are allowed, making the ship—if not part of the ESF—totally illegal.” 
 
    The proprietor smiled. “So, Captain Sheppard, you are one of two things. Either you are a time traveler, as you say you are, or you are a pirate looking to get inside my security. I do not know what you did for Administrator Yorch to get him to put in a good word for you, but he did not indicate that he thought you were pirates in any of his previous communications.” 
 
    “When did he communicate with you?” 
 
    “When you went to do a task for him. While you were gone, we traded several communications, which allowed me to prepare for your arrival. He seemed to think it was likely you would be coming this way.” 
 
    Calvin scoffed. “Considering we told him what we wanted and where we needed to go to get it, that wasn’t a big mental leap for him.” 
 
    “Mental leaps are not Administrator Yorch’s forte; grinding out profits is. Sometimes, however, he makes poor decisions. He did not mention what it was, but I imagine the task he set for you was to clean up one of his errors in judgement.” 
 
    “That’s correct,” Captain Sheppard said. 
 
    “He is predictable and serves a purpose, which is why he was placed where he is. He will never rise above his current position, however; at least not while I am in charge. I know him too well.” The proprietor’s sentence trailed off, and he appeared to lose focus for a moment, but then he looked at Captain Sheppard and smiled. “So what do we do with you?” 
 
    “I’m not sure what you mean, exactly, but I’m hoping your answer is going to be, ‘We send them on their way with a nicely worded letter that gets them where they want to go.’” 
 
    “I am sure you do, but of course you have to know that cannot be my answer.” 
 
    “And why’s that?” 
 
    “For a number of reasons, of course. One, you destroyed cartel property when you trashed the mining facility in the Klahr System.” 
 
    “That’s hardly fair,” Calvin said. “Your administrator was going to throw me from the platform; my guys deployed to stop him from doing that.” 
 
    “But then they shot up a bunch of things and killed a bunch of our security people. Have you seen what death benefits cost these days?” The proprietor chuckled. “No, of course you haven’t, not if you are who you say you are.” He shrugged. “Let me tell you, though, they are considerable. 
 
    “Second, there is also the matter of usage fees going forward. While Administrator Yorch paid for your stargate fees to get you here, nothing has been paid for the ones you’ll need to get to Trrgos System. That is where you are going, after all, is it not?” 
 
    “We need to go to wherever the knowledge of computer systems is the highest.” 
 
    “That would be Trrgos System; that is where the Academy of Science is. It is said the Information Cartel is developing actual artificial intelligence there.” 
 
    “Is developing?” Captain Sheppard asked. “You don’t have it yet?” 
 
    “I do not know what secrets the Info Cartel are holding. It is possible they already have it and have not advertised that fact yet. It would make sense, though; they could use it to strip our information databases wide open and lay bare our secrets. I will have to—” A thoughtful look crossed the proprietor’s face. 
 
    “What?” Captain Sheppard asked. 
 
    “The way you asked your question. You already have artificial intelligence where you are from.” 
 
    Captain Sheppard glanced at Calvin, who shrugged. “It’s too late now,” he said. “Apparently we arrived at the wrong time for this.” 
 
    “Yes,” the CO confirmed, “we do have AI where we come from. Unfortunately our Enemy has better systems than we do and is able to crack ours. Our main goal here was to upgrade our computer systems so they would be impervious to the Enemy’s assaults on them. If your systems aren’t currently any better than what we have, though…” 
 
    “Then this trip was a waste,” Calvin finished.  
 
    “Well, maybe not a complete waste,” the proprietor said. “You mentioned you came too far back in time. Can’t you just go forward again a little to get to where you need?” 
 
    “We know how to go back,” Calvin said. “We haven’t figured out how to go forward yet. We were hoping your tech folks could help us with that, too.” 
 
    The proprietor began laughing uproariously. He laughed so hard tears sprang from his eyes, and he began pounding on the table. He laughed, and he laughed, then he laughed some more. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Captain Sheppard asked when he finally began to wear down. 
 
    “You came all this way back in time? Hundreds of years?” 
 
    “Thousands,” Calvin said. 
 
    “Thousands of years?” the proprietor asked. “And you have no way home? That is not very much of a plan.” He finally stopped laughing. “Hey, I know. How would you like to run a mining platform? Since you are not going anywhere, I can at least put your type of mental leaps to good use.” 
 
    “We did the best we could at the time,” Calvin said with a note of annoyance in his voice, “considering we’d never tried anything like this before, and we really had no idea how far we were trying to go or what the power setting was to get us here at the right time. Also, there was the fact that we were operating under a deadline when our Enemy showed up and was going to kill us all. With all that in mind, I think we did pretty well. Did we miss our target by a few hundred years? Maybe…but that’s still a fraction of a percent, and a pretty damn good effort.” 
 
    “Getting back to the original point…” Captain Sheppard interjected. 
 
    “I am sorry,” the proprietor said. “What was the original point?” 
 
    “You were telling us why we weren’t going to get the nicely worded letter to speed us on our way.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Because you owe us for the damage to the mining facility, you cannot pay your fees to go on from here or to get the supplies you have asked for, and I do not want to pay them for you, since your ship is illegal and it would be sticking my neck way out. I mean, take a look at yourselves…which is more believable, that you are pirates, or that you are time travelers?” 
 
    “I thought we’d already convinced you that we’re time travelers,” Calvin said. 
 
    The proprietor shrugged. “I find it more likely that you are time travelers than pirates, but I really do not know for sure. Maybe if you let me see one of the AIs you say you have, I would be convinced.” 
 
    “Fine,” the CO said, frustrated. He stood. “Come along with us. We’ll take you to our ship.” 
 
    “Uh, sir,” Calvin said, “what about Trixie?” 
 
    “Just don’t land in the shuttle bay. Land at one of the docking collars, and we’ll go from there.” 
 
    “So you are going to invite me aboard your ship?” the proprietor asked with a gleam in his eye. 
 
    “I am,” the CO replied. 
 
    “Marvelous.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Jangeth System 
 
    “And this is the bridge,” Captain Sheppard said as he led the proprietor and Calvin into the space. They’d flown over in the shuttle, docked at one of the collars, and walked to the bridge. During their tour, they’d seen humans, Lieutenant Rrower, Arsalan, and both of the races from Domus. The proprietor had kept his distance from the Kuji, who did, after all, take a little bit of getting used to. 
 
    “So where is your AI?” the proprietor asked. 
 
    “I am right here, all around you,” Solomon said, “as I have been ever since you entered the ship.” 
 
    “How do I know you are an AI and not someone with a microphone who is standing somewhere else talking to me?” 
 
    “Well, I guess you cannot know for sure. However, I can tell you where you placed the two listening devices and that you still have three more within your pockets that you haven’t placed yet.” 
 
    “I do not!” the proprietor exclaimed. “Bugging your ship would be corporate espionage!” 
 
    “And yet, if Solomon says you did it, I suspect you did,” Captain Sheppard said. “Now, do you want to come clean about that, or would you like my men to search you?” 
 
    The two bridge security personnel took a step forward, but the proprietor waved them off. “Okay, let us not be hasty,” he said. “If anything fell out of my pockets, accidentally, it could not be corporate espionage because you are not members of any of the cartels. At least, that is what you keep telling me.” 
 
    “And it’s true,” Calvin said. “We are who we say we are.” 
 
    “Okay, I am almost ready to believe you. I just have one more request.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Show me Trixie.” 
 
    Calvin’s eyes whipped over to the CO, who shrugged. “If he wants to see Trixie, let him. Honestly, I’m getting tired of his shenanigans.” 
 
    “You know what?” Calvin asked. “Fine. Come with me.” 
 
    He led the proprietor through the passageways of the ship back to the shuttle bay, then opened the hatch for him. “There you go,” he said, waving him through. 
 
    The proprietor went through the hatchway, took two steps, and drew up short. “That’s…that’s…” he shook his head. “I have no idea what that is.” 
 
    “We call them dragons,” Calvin said. “Her name is Axlyptrix, but she goes by Trixie. Trixie, this is Proprietor Zelph.” 
 
    “Hello, Proprietor Zelph. Can you get a little closer so I can taste you?” 
 
    The proprietor spun on his heels and ran back through the hatch. 
 
    “Did I say something wrong?” Trixie asked. “I thought you brought him here because you wanted me to do a reading for him.” 
 
    “No, he’s just trying to be a smartass, heard your name, and thought he could get some secret info from us.” 
 
    “So you don’t want a reading?” 
 
    “I’d love a reading of him, but I’ll have to get him back. He’s probably halfway to the bridge by now.” 
 
    The dragon nodded slowly. “Maybe more.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Shuttle Bay, TSS Vella Gulf, Jangeth System 
 
    Calvin returned five minutes later with the proprietor.  
 
    “She’s not going to eat me?” he asked for the 47th time. “You’re sure about that?” 
 
    “Positive.” He smiled at Trixie. “We feed her well.” 
 
    “Hello again, Proprietor,” Trixie said. “I’m sorry I startled you earlier. When I said I wanted to taste you, that was just a lick—” 
 
    “So you could read my future,” the proprietor said. “Yes, Mr. Calvin here explained all about it. At the moment, though, I don’t think I want my future foretold. I did, however, want to come and apologize for running off so quickly.” 
 
    “I understand,” Trixie said. “I seem to have that effect on people.” 
 
    The proprietor turned to Calvin. “I would like it if you could take me back to my station now.” 
 
    “I’d be happy to,” Calvin said. He started walking toward the hatch. “If you—” 
 
    “Lieutenant Commander Hobbs?” Trixie called. “Can I have a word with you in private a second?” 
 
    “Sure,” Calvin said. He shut the door behind the proprietor and walked closer to the dragon. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Don’t trust him,” Trixie said in as soft of a voice as she could. “I caught enough of his taste when he came back to know this—he intends to trick you. I do not like him.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Calvin said. “I think we’d already figured that out. Got anything else on him?” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry; I don’t. But I had to warn you…” 
 
    “Thanks,” Calvin said. “I’ll be careful.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Proprietor’s Office, Mineral Cartel Station, Jangeth System 
 
    “Okay, you have convinced me. You are time travelers.” 
 
    “So you’re going to give us authorization to go to the Trrgos System?” Captain Sheppard asked. 
 
    “I am sorry, but I cannot do that.” 
 
    “Why not? What was the purpose of going and looking at our ship? I thought it was to see if you should help us.” 
 
    “Well, it was, somewhat,” the proprietor said. “I wanted to see if what you were saying was true.” 
 
    “And you believe us now?” 
 
    “I do not think you could come up with such a random group of…I’m not even sure what to call your crew, but I do not think anything that random could be staged. I mean, you have that…thing in your shuttle bay.” 
 
    “The dragon?” Calvin asked. “Yeah, Trixie takes up a lot of space, but she thinks she’ll be necessary at some point.” 
 
    “But she does not do anything now?” 
 
    “No, unfortunately. She just eats a lot.” 
 
    “That is what I mean—why would you bring her if you did not have to? She has to be going through your stores faster than 10 people would.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s more like 14 or 15,” the CO said. “That’s according to our logistician, anyway.” 
 
    “And yet she is aboard of her own free will. A pirate might have her onboard…but she would be in chains awaiting transfer to a zoo, or someone’s personal collection or something. You could make a fortune from her. In fact, if you wanted—” 
 
    “No,” Captain Sheppard said. “She’s a living, thinking being. We aren’t going to sell her or put her into someone’s collection.” 
 
    “Pity,” the proprietor said. “What if…what if I paid your stargate fees all the way until Trrgos System? How would that be?” 
 
    “No deal,” Calvin said. “That would be too much like slavery.” 
 
    “What is wrong with that?” 
 
    “Slavery’s allowed here?” 
 
    “Of course! Not for everything, naturally, but there are valid times when people can be made to work off their debts…like the ones you will owe for going through all those stargates…” 
 
    “Like Lieutenant Commander Hobbs said, no deal.” Captain Sheppard stood. “Come on, Calvin, I think it’s obvious we don’t have anything left to talk about here.” 
 
    The proprietor looked up with a half-smile on his face. “And how do you think you are going to make it through the gate…or get any supplies for your dragon, who is eating through your stores so quickly?” 
 
    “I’ve changed my mind,” the CO said. “I don’t think I want to go on any further. I think we’ll just stay here and be a nuisance. Maybe extort money from every ship that passes through. Heck, I don’t know; maybe we’ll just blockade the system.” 
 
    “I’ve already sent a message calling for the fleet,” the proprietor said. “They will be here soon, and anything you have done in the meantime will be used against you.” 
 
    “Have you now?” The CO smiled back at the man, but it was the smile of a predator. “Well, let’s look at this then, shall we?” He sat back down and put his feet up on the table, crossed at the ankles. The proprietor frowned but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Where was I?” the CO asked. “Oh yeah. I was about to explain why you’re full of shit. First, you said the fleet would be here soon. I don’t think so. Administrator Yorch led us to believe—and you’ve confirmed it—that the Trrgos system is a long way from here. Even if it’s only two days transit from gate to gate, and Trrgos is only five jumps away, that’s still 10 days, one way. The best you’re going to do, round trip, is three weeks, and that’s if the fleet is ready to go on arrival and doesn’t take any time to prepare, and that assumes the emperor (1) gives a shit, and (2) thinks it’s worthwhile to send a fleet. 
 
    “You have an awful lot of ifs stacked up there, Zelph, and your best-case scenario is it’s going to be at least three weeks until help shows up. I can cause a whole lot of trouble in three weeks. At some point we’re probably going to run out of food, too, and at that point, we’re going to come to your station, and I’m going to start feeding people to Trixie, starting with you.” 
 
    Captain Sheppard put his feet on the deck and sat up in his chair. “So now that we’ve cleared up all that, why don’t we just get right down to it, shall we? You were very clear that people work off their debts, just like the ones we’re going to amass for going through the gates. What is it you want us to do?” 
 
    The proprietor sighed, and he looked like a beaten man. “Well, now that you mention it, we’ve come into conflict with the Resource Cartel over the mining of diamonds in the Togath System, which is two stargate jumps from here. They believe diamonds are a resource, as it is a method of currency, whereas we believe—rightly—that diamonds are a mineral to be mined and produced by the Mineral Cartel. They have plenty of industrial uses, after all, like their use in heat sinks. Because diamonds have the highest thermal conductivity of any material, they can be used to conduct heat away from the heat-sensitive parts of high-performance microelectronics. Do you not agree? 
 
    “If you were to capture their mine for us,” he said, without waiting for an answer, “I would pay your stargate fees from here to Trrgos System, and we would not have to get back into that tiresome discussion on slavery and such.” 
 
    “We’ll do that for you,” the CO said. “And in addition to giving us transit to the Trrgos System, you’re also going to replenish our stores.” It wasn’t a question. 
 
    “I will split the costs of refurbishment with you.” 
 
    “No, you will replenish our stores, and now you’re going to pay us, too, at a rate I will determine, for doing this task for you.” 
 
    “And why would I do this?” 
 
    “Because I’m tired of your shit and your obstinance. I’m also going to leave a detachment of folks here to make sure you don’t do something stupid while I’m off doing this task for you.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like calling for help, which I don’t think you’ve actually done yet.” The CO stopped and smiled at the proprietor again. “Let’s face it, if I hand a producing diamond mine over to you, it’s going to be a tremendous financial gain for you, which is probably going to advance your personal prospects in this cartel thing of yours. Paying us for our time isn’t going to make much of a difference in your bottom line. 
 
    “This, by the way, is my final offer for the foreseeable future. You can either take it or leave it. Before you decide, though, I want you to understand, if you turn me down now, the terms will be much more severe the next time I offer…should I ever choose to do so. 
 
    “So, what’s it going to be?” 
 
    “You have me at a disadvantage,” the proprietor said with a whine. “You have a warship and can enforce whatever terms you want. It just does not seem—” 
 
    The CO stood and walked over to the proprietor, then reached down, grabbed a handful of the proprietor’s shirt, and yanked him to his feet. Sheppard pulled the proprietor close and looked him in the eye. “I didn’t ask for any of your whining. I only asked for one thing—if we had a deal or not. I’m done fooling around with you. What’s it going to be? Yes. Or. No?” 
 
    The proprietor mumbled and spluttered a second, then answered, “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the CO said. “I couldn’t hear you. What was that?” 
 
    “Yes!” the proprietor exclaimed. “We have a deal.” 
 
    “Good,” the CO said. He gave the proprietor a push, and the man fell back into his seat. He turned back to Calvin. “C’mon. Let’s get back to the ship. We have some planning to do.” 
 
    Calvin followed him from the room and through the corridors back to the shuttle bay. As they approached their shuttle, he finally asked, “Hey, Skipper?” 
 
    The CO turned, with what appeared to be a real smile on his face. “Yes?” 
 
    “Would you really have done all those things you threatened?” 
 
    The smile grew. “Of course not.” 
 
    “So you were just bluffing?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “If you ever ask me to play cards with you, the answer is no.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CO’s Conference Room, TSS Vella Gulf, Jangeth System 
 
    “I’m worried about leaving a bunch of the troops here, sir,” Calvin said, once everyone had been assembled to discuss the new mission. “If we’re going to have combat with the Resource Cartel, I’d like to have all our troops with us; we don’t have that many to start with.” 
 
    “We need to leave some of them here,” the CO replied. “We can’t trust this guy as far as we can throw him.” 
 
    Calvin thought for a few moments. “What about if we leave some of the pilots and WSOs? They look military and can carry pistols or rifles. We could leave a few of the fighters and some of the technicians in case something showed up.” 
 
    “That sounds reasonable,” Captain Sheppard said. “Work out a plan to do so.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Calvin said with a nod. 
 
    “Did they send over any other intel?” the CO asked. 
 
    “Just that there are two mines and where to find them. Of note, the imagery they had of the mines was 15 years old. Apparently the Resource Cartel has a different set of stargates they can use to get back to the Trrgos System; they don’t have to come through here.” 
 
    “So we really have no idea what we’ll find when we arrive.” Calvin shook his head. “I see why you don’t want to leave any of the troops behind.” The CO sighed. “Anything on the system between here and there?” 
 
    “Only that it’s a vacant system, and the stargates are always on.” 
 
    “Well, that at least is helpful. Stargates we can actually use without having to kill someone first. How refreshing.” 
 
    Calvin chuckled. “I said the same thing myself when the tech told me. He didn’t understand why I was laughing.” 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “Yeah, I talked with their security manager. He said the reason they haven’t been there in 15 years is they tried to take the mine then, but they failed.” 
 
    “So the Resource Cartel, or whatever company owns the system, will expect an assault, or at least know one is possible.” 
 
    “Not only that, but he also told me why they failed—the mine there has anti-aircraft lasers and missiles, and there are defensive platforms in geostationary orbit above the actual mines.” 
 
    “How many mines did you say there were?” 
 
    “Two, sir, and we need to capture both of them.” Calvin shrugged. “The good news is, we don’t have to assault both of them at the same time. Maybe—hopefully—when we capture the first one, we will overawe them so much that the other mine will surrender.” 
 
    “Do you think that’s likely to happen?” Master Chief asked. 
 
    Calvin shook his head. “Based on the way our luck has run so far? No. So we’ll develop a plan for assaulting the second one at a time and a place of our choosing. Once we take them, the transport with the Mineral Cartel folks on it will show up, and they can assume control of the facilities. At that point, our mission is complete, and we can return to the proprietor to get our goodies and go on our way.” 
 
    “Assuming he plays straight with us,” Master Chief muttered.  
 
    “Assuming that,” Calvin said with a nod. 
 
    “And the odds of that happening?” the CO asked. 
 
    “Pretty good, I think,” Calvin said. “I think you cowed him pretty well and, like you said, we are giving him a major asset—a producing diamond mind—gift wrapped. I think he’ll play fair with us.” 
 
    “So, backing up a bit, you said they have defensive platforms and anti-aircraft systems. I assume you have a plan for defeating both of those without a large loss of life?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, I do.” Calvin explained his plan for dealing with both obstacles. 
 
    “Okay, I’m a believer,” the CO said when Calvin had finished. “Now we just have to get it done. Anything else?”  
 
    “No sir, that’s pretty much all we know. We’ve planned for as many contingencies as we can; we’ll just have to see what actually exists when we get there.”  
 
    “Very well. Get the aviators together and work out a watch schedule for while we’re gone, then get them into place on the planet. We leave tomorrow morning.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Proprietor’s Office, Mineral Cartel Station, Jangeth System 
 
    “They’re gone,” the proprietor’s assistant said through the intercom the next morning. “Their ship just went through the stargate into the Silrole System.” 
 
    The proprietor stood, stretched, and walked toward the door.  
 
    “And just where do you think you’re going?” Lieutenant ‘Skoal’ Skooliessiss asked.  
 
    The proprietor turned to the Kuji. “I have the yearly meeting of my directors. You are, of course, welcome to attend. There will be quite a few of us in attendance; if that is going to make you uncomfortable, then by all means, bring more of your troops to watch over us.” 
 
    “We’re not troops,” Skoal said. “We’re aviators.” 
 
    “Whatever. Feel free to bring more of your people with guns.” 
 
    “Where’s the meeting?”  
 
    “It is in the audience hall, a short way along the ring.” He opened the door. 
 
    “Lights, Skoal,” he commed. “Looks like there’s going to be a big meeting of all the local bigwigs in the audience hall. Zelph suggested I call for assistance if I was going to be overwhelmed by all the people.” 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Sarah ‘Lights’ Brighton replied immediately, “Tell him the meeting is cancelled until after the Gulf returns.” 
 
    “Proprietor, my boss says the meeting is cancelled until after our ship gets back.” 
 
    “The directors have come from a number of systems away, at great expense, and are away from the businesses they oversee. It is imperative that we have the meeting so they can return and not have productivity suffer. I will not be postponing the meeting. If you are uncomfortable, do not come.” He walked out. 
 
    “No go. He says the managers have come from a long way for it, and he isn’t going to postpone it.” 
 
    “Tell him you’re going to shoot him if he doesn’t do what you say.” 
 
    “My boss says I’m supposed to shoot you if you don’t return to your office.” 
 
    The proprietor was just walking out of his outer office. He turned in the doorway and looked down his nose at the Kuji. “So shoot me then. Otherwise, I have a meeting to attend.” He walked out the door and into the passageway beyond. 
 
    “He said to shoot him, and then he left.” 
 
    “Did you shoot him?” 
 
    “No!” Skoal exclaimed. “Did you really want me to shoot him?” 
 
    He could hear Lights sigh. “No, don’t shoot him. I’m coming, and I’ll bring Straw. Speedy is sleeping; he has the overnight shift. Three of us ought to be enough to keep a bunch of businessmen in line.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll stick with him. Skoal, out.” 
 
    The Kuji hurried to catch up with the bigger humanoid, who was taking long strides. While they made great pilots and WSOs, Kuji weren’t built for running, and he was winded by the time he caught up. 
 
    As he drew up to the proprietor’s side, he found Administrator Yorch talking to him outside the door to the auditorium. 
 
    “…great plan—” the administrator stopped talking when he saw Skoal. “Oh, are they still here?” 
 
    “There are a few of their aviators still around to ‘watch over me,’” the proprietor replied. “Just ignore them, and I am sure they will go away soon.” 
 
    “They are not going to attend the meeting, are they? We do not want them to disclose any privileged information.” 
 
    “It will not be a problem.” The proprietor looked at Skoal. “Will all of you be attending the meeting?”  
 
    “No, just three of us,” Skoal replied. “The person who covers the night shift is asleep.” 
 
    “That makes sense.” The proprietor nodded. “Well, shall we go in then?” 
 
    Without waiting for an answer, he turned and went into the auditorium. Skoal followed him in, and saw he was in the biggest space he’d ever seen on a space station. The auditorium had a stage and 10 rows of stadium seating, with enough room between the rows to ensure people with tails wouldn’t have them getting stepped on by the people behind them. The facility could easily hold 100 people, he saw, and it was nearly full. The corresponding noise of all those people talking—and trying to be heard over everyone else—made actually hearing anything extremely difficult. 
 
    “…there,” Lights commed. 
 
    “Say again?” Skoal asked. He turned away from the crowd, leaned forward, and put his claws over his ears. “I can’t hear you.” He dialed up the volume on the comms. 
 
    “I said, we’re coming from the opposite direction, and that we’re almost…shit!”  
 
    Skoal spun around, but couldn’t see Lights and Lieutenant Simon Berry. There were two large men in suits pointing laser pistols at him in the way. 
 
    “Don’t move,” one of the men said as the other reached forward to take his laser pistol. As the man moved forward, Skoal got a look at Lights and Straw across the auditorium—several other men were covering them with pistols while their weapons were taken from them, too. 
 
    The crowd noise went away, then turned to muttering as people asked their neighbors what was going on. Skoal had to dial down his comms as Lights began yelling for Speedy to get up and protect himself. 
 
    “Everyone sit down!” the proprietor ordered through an amplifier. “There is one more of them in their sleeping quarters.” Two of the men covering Lights ran out the door. 
 
    “Move,” one of the men covering Skoal said, waving him in the direction of the stage. It was much easier for him to see, now that all the people in the auditorium had sat down. Skoal was herded down to join Lights and Straw, with five men pointing pistols at them. 
 
    “What is it you want?” Lights asked. 
 
    “The freedom and opportunity to act without you watching me, of course,” the proprietor said. 
 
    “Shit! Someone just broke down my door!” Speedy said. He sounded like he’d just woke up, and Skoal realized he must have had his comms dialed down. 
 
    “Protect yourself!” Lights said. “They’re coming for you!” 
 
    “I—” Speedy’s voice trailed off. “Too late; they got me.” 
 
    The proprietor smiled, and Skoal realized the man must have had some sort of comms system or radio system of his own. 
 
    “My people just collected the last of your group,” the proprietor said. He looked at Skoal. “Thank you for letting us know where he was.” 
 
    Lights’ eyes snapped to Skoal, and she frowned, but then she turned back to the proprietor. “You’ll never get away with this. The Gulf will be back soon, and my friends are going to kick your ass so badly you won’t walk right for weeks.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” he said. “There is a reason we do not go into the next system—it has been claimed by pirates from another star chain. They have set up a base there, and I very much doubt your friends will be back.” 
 
    “You might be surprised,” Lights replied. “They’re very resourceful.” 
 
    The proprietor shrugged. “Maybe they will be successful. I would very much like it if they would clean out the pirates and capture the mines. But if they do not, no matter.” 
 
    “Wait—you sent a transport full of people with them to hold the mine once it’s captured. If the pirates destroy the Vella Gulf…” 
 
    “Then my people will be destroyed as well. It will be a loss, but that is why I sent the dregs of our company.” 
 
    “You would just sacrifice all those people?” 
 
    “No, my dear, I am not sacrificing anything. I am playing for the win. They are the nastiest people in the company. If your people get them to the mines, they will hold them. And if they do not, I will be rid of all my troublemakers.” 
 
    “With all your company talk of efficiency, I don’t see how it’s efficient to kill people off. There must be death benefits and such that would have to be paid if they were suddenly to be deceased.” 
 
    The proprietor smiled. “See, that is where you are wrong. There is a codicil in their contracts that death benefits need not be paid while they are in a change of duty station status. You see, we used to have people hurt and killed while transferring positions. Many would go to bars or smoke shops and become inebriated, then do stupid things, getting themselves killed. As it was their own fault and not the company’s, we had all the companies in the cartel make any deaths during change of station not payable occurrences, as far as death benefits go.” 
 
    “You’re…you’re awful.” 
 
    “How is it the company’s fault if people die on their own time?” 
 
    “Even if you sent them knowingly into a system with pirates?” 
 
    “They could have turned down their new positions.” 
 
    “And what would have happened to them if they had?” 
 
    “They would have had to pay to be returned to their homes of record or nearest transfer station.” 
 
    “And if they couldn’t pay?” 
 
    “Then they would have become indentured servants and sent along with the group to the mines.” 
 
    “So they really had no choice.” 
 
    “And you think they should have?” 
 
    “Yes. What you’re doing is immoral and ought to be illegal.” 
 
    “And yet it is not illegal, and you and I have different definitions for what is immoral.” 
 
    Lights indicated her group with the wave of a hand. “So what happens to us now?”  
 
    “Now you go into holding,” he said, “and we will wait and see if your friends come back. As for us, we have a lot of planning to do before then. If it even happens.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Jangeth System 
 
    “Stargate entrance in five minutes,” the helmsman said. 
 
    “Set General Quarters,” the CO ordered.  
 
    “Setting General Quarters,” the duty engineer replied. The horn sounded and emergency lights began flashing. “Do we need it for the next system? I thought the mines weren’t until the system after that.” 
 
    “Ever been in the next system?” the CO asked. 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Then how do you know what’s in it?” 
 
    “Umm,” the duty engineer swallowed. “I guess I don’t.” 
 
    “Then GQ is probably prudent.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, it is.” 
 
    “Do you want stealth mode then, too?” Solomon asked.  
 
    “Yes, I do.” 
 
    “On and operational.” 
 
    Several minutes later, the ship jumped. 
 
    “Drones out,” the CO ordered. “Keep the fighters aboard for now.” 
 
    “That’s weird,” the helmsman said. 
 
    “What’s weird?” the offensive systems officer asked. 
 
    “There was no sensation of taste this time. You know what? I don’t know that I’ve experienced a taste on jumping on any of the jumps we’ve done since we got to this time.” 
 
    “You’re right,” the OSO agreed. “You know, I got so used to having it that I don’t really think about it anymore. What do you think that means?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” the helmsman said. “Skipper, got any idea about that, sir?” 
 
    “I never thought about it, either. Perhaps—” 
 
    “Contact!” the DSO exclaimed. “I’m getting emissions from one of the moons of the second planet.” 
 
    “I thought this system was supposed to be unoccupied,” the OSO noted. He turned to the CO. “Want me to warm everything up?” 
 
    “No, let’s see what we’ve got first. Speaking of which, talk to me, DSO.” 
 
    “I have multiple power emissions on the moon I mentioned. Just starting to get imagery, but it won’t be very good. Stand by…there.” 
 
    A picture came up on the front view screen of what looked very much like the surface of Earth’s moon…if it had three gunboats on it. The ships were somewhat difficult to see, as they were viewing them from an oblique angle. 
 
    “Is that it?” the CO asked. “Three little ships?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the DSO said. “Looks like gunboats of some sort. They have chase armament—a couple of missile launchers and some sort of laser—and some sort of lasers or grasers on the side as a main armament. They look like they were built as police or security vessels originally, as they’re armed to chase things down and catch them, not to get into a protracted battle.” 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “Not sure, sir. It seems like there’s more activity there than what’s accounted for on the imagery, but the ships are going around to the far side of the moon where we can’t see them. We’ll have a better view in a few hours.” 
 
    “What do you want to do about them, sir?” Calvin asked.  
 
    “Well, they aren’t supposed to be here,” the CO replied, “so that makes them explorers or prospectors, at best.” 
 
    “And at worst?” the DSO asked. 
 
    “Pirates.” Tension in the bridge went up noticeably. Like most naval officers, their careers on Earth had included a healthy dose of anti-piracy operations, and pirates were anathema to them. 
 
    “We can’t let them stay there,” Calvin said. “Especially if they’re pirates. Proprietor Zelph’s people will be following us in a few hours; if they’re pirates, they’ll capture Zelph’s folks, and do who knows what with them.” 
 
    “I almost wouldn’t mind,” the CO said, “as it’s Zelph who failed to mention their presence here.” The CO studied the image on the viewer. “How long until we’re in weapons range?” 
 
    “About four hours,” the OSO said. 
 
    “And how long until Zelph’s people enter the system?” 
 
    “About three and a half,” Calvin said. “You know…I don’t want to be a conspiracy theorist on this, but it’s almost like Zelph knew the people on the moon were here. Why else would he have sent his people in trail of us, rather than with us?” 
 
    “So we’d get into the system far enough that we’d have to deal with them before his folks entered the system,” the OSO said. “That way, if things went badly for us, they could turn around and flee.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking,” Calvin said. “Now, I may be wrong—” 
 
    “But I don’t think you are,” the CO said. 
 
    “Which leads us back to the start, and my question. What do you want to do about them?” 
 
    “Well, like you said, we can’t leave them there, even if Zelph threw us under the bus. While we could easily get past them, his people can’t, and they’ll get killed or worse.” 
 
    “There’s worse than getting killed?” Ensign Sara Summers asked from the Science Officer station. A recent addition to the crew, she hadn’t seen a lot of what the rest of the crew had. 
 
    “A lot worse,” the CO confirmed. “Similarly, though, we can’t just pop up next to them and blast them into bits. Even though they look like pirates, and I wouldn’t put it past Zelph to try to use us to cure his problems, they haven’t done anything to us.” He looked at the image on the screen a little longer, considering. 
 
    “Solomon,” the CO finally asked, “if we were to sneak up on them, what are the chances we can take them out in a single launch if we hit them from surprise?” 
 
    “Assuming they do not have shields that defeat our missiles or grasers, the odds are 100%. Depending on their shields, I still cannot imagine they would take more than a few broadsides to defeat. I think we can handle them fairly easily, but it will be impossible to know for sure until we see their defenses in action. I find it unlikely that ships that size could mount a significant defense to us. They would be difficult for a merchant to fight off, but we should have no problem with them.” 
 
    “Does it look like they saw our gate pulse?” the CO asked. The faster a ship went through the stargate, the larger the pulse emitted on their arrival. While they hadn’t come in very fast, Sheppard knew it would have been big enough to be seen at the moon if the people had been looking for it. 
 
    “I have not seen an increase in activity on the moon,” Solomon said. “They do not appear to be making preparations for getting underway, based on their engine power levels.” 
 
    “Here’s what we’ll do,” the CO said. “We’ll get close to the base and see how they react when Zelph’s transport gets here. If they show themselves to be pirates, we’ll blast them.” 
 
    “Without notice?” the OSO asked. 
 
    The CO nodded. “If they damn themselves…they damn themselves. Hopefully they’ll just let the ship go by, and everyone will be happy.” 
 
    “But you don’t think that’s going to happen,” Calvin said. 
 
    “No, I don’t.” 
 
    Calvin shook his head. “I don’t, either.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The minutes crawled by as the Vella Gulf approached the moon. 
 
    “Uh, I think we’re going to have issues,” the DSO said.  
 
    “Why’s that?” the CO asked. 
 
    “It appears there are more ships there than we thought.” He brought the latest image onto the front screen, and the CO could see there was a large vessel not far from the others.  
 
    “What do you make of that?” the CO asked. 
 
    “Looks to be about frigate sized,” the OSO said. “It’s armed for battle.” 
 
    “I concur,” Solomon said. “In addition to fairly substantial chase armament, this ship also has broadside armament of missile launchers and energy weapons.” 
 
    “So if things start going sideways, take it out first.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, that would be my recommendation,” Solomon said. 
 
    The DSO nodded. “Mine, too.” 
 
    “Gate pulse,” Ensign Summers said. “The transport’s entered the system.” 
 
    “Want me to warn them?” the comms officer asked. 
 
    “No,” the CO replied. “Maintain radio silence, even if they start calling for us. I don’t want to give away our presence. Calvin, please ensure the fighters are manned and ready.” 
 
    “They are, sir. We manned them when you set General Quarters, and we’ve been swapping out the crews periodically to rest them.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    “The people on the moon are making preparations to get underway, it looks like,” the DSO said. “They’re bringing their main systems online.” 
 
    “Have they made any attempt to contact the transport?” the CO asked. 
 
    “None, sir,” the comms officer reported. “Is that good or bad?” 
 
    “Most likely bad,” the CO said. “If they’re pirates, they wouldn’t want to advertise their presence. They’d let the transport get into the system far enough it couldn’t get out again, and then they’d attack. If they were legitimate, they’d have radioed the transport to find out what they were doing in this system. I’m afraid they’re pirates after all.” 
 
    “One of the gunboats is lifting,” the OSO said. “We’ll be in weapons range in five minutes. 
 
    “Understood,” the CO replied. “Helm, I want to loop in behind them and try to put our first shots into their engines if possible.” 
 
    “Second gunboat lifting,” the OSO said. 
 
    “What happens if they don’t all lift?” Calvin asked. “If I were them, I’d probably send the gunboats only—they shouldn’t need more than that for an unarmed transport—and hold the frigate back in case something else pops up. If nothing else, it saves them fuel.” 
 
    “Good point. Helm, amend my last. I’d like to swoop in over the frigate. We can catch the gunboats with our chase armament and pound the frigate with our main guns and missiles.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Will do.” 
 
    “Third gunboat is off, and all are headed on an intercept trajectory.” 
 
    “Still no communications.” 
 
    “Got it,” the CO said. “Continue on our course.” 
 
    “The gunboats are calling the transport,” the comms officer reported. 
 
    “On speaker,” the CO directed. 
 
    “Coming…now.” 
 
    “Transport ship, this is Customs 01. Stand by to be boarded and inspected.” 
 
    “Customs 01, this is Mineral Cartel transport ship Bravo. We have no cargo onboard. Also, what cartel or governmental agency are you part of? I show this system as unoccupied and not subject to customs duties.” 
 
    “The transport flipped over and is slowing,” the DSO noted. 
 
    “You don’t think they’re going to let them board, do you?” asked the helmsman. 
 
    “I wouldn’t,” the CO said. “They’re probably trying to call us and—not having heard anything—are going to try to flee.” 
 
    “They’re indeed calling us,” the comms officer said. “As directed, though, I haven’t answered. They’re pretty much begging us to reply now.” 
 
    “Continue radio silence.” 
 
    “Looks like the pirates didn’t time it very well,” the OSO said. “I think the transport’s going to be able to get away. Also, we’re coming up on optimal firing position on the frigate.” 
 
    “Good, slow us down, Helm; we don’t want to overshoot.” 
 
     “Customs 01, I ask again, what cartel or governmental agency are you part of?” 
 
    “We’re part of the None of Your Damned Business Cartel. Are you going to allow us to board, or are we going to have to destroy your ship?” 
 
    “No, we are not going to let pirates just take our vessel.” 
 
    “Call us what you want. This is your last chance to stop and let us board. We will go easy on you if you stop now. Otherwise, we will kill everyone.” 
 
    “The OSO is wrong,” the DSO said. “The transport’s engines are at full, but the gunboats just went to full power, and they’re out-accelerating it. They’ll catch it long before the stargate, especially if they use their missiles.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” Captain Sheppard said, “I think I’ve seen enough. Full speed ahead. Stealth mode off; fire all weapons at the frigate. If the chase weapons can still range on the gunboats, light them up, too.” 
 
    “Firing all weapons,” the OSO replied. “Chase missiles can still range on two of the gunboats.” 
 
    The ship bumped slightly as the missiles were ejected from their launchers. On the screen, the Vella Gulf’s 10 port-side grasers reached out to punch holes through the frigate, which then turned into massive cuts as the Gulf’s engines kicked in and the gamma-ray laser beams sliced down the sides of the frigate. The single graser broadside, unhindered as the frigate didn’t have its shields up, would probably have been enough to disable the ship, as most of its atmosphere vented through the jagged cuts. The nine missiles that arrived moments afterward, however, sealed its fate, blowing it into large chunks.  
 
    “Nice shooting, OSO,” Captain Sheppard said.  
 
    “Thanks, Skipper, but it was a combination of me and Solomon. We discussed the best places to hit it and had the targeting data already set.” 
 
    “Very well, well done to both of you. Time to impact on the gunboats?” 
 
    “Three…two…one… Good hit on the third gunboat. Looks like we got his engine; he’s adrift and venting.” He paused. “Last two missiles approaching the middle gunboat. It’s trying evasive maneuvers and firing on the missiles. One hit! It’s slowing, but still seems to be under power.”  
 
    “What about the third gunboat?” the CO asked “Is it still heading toward the transport?”  
 
    “No,” the OSO replied. “It’s broken off and is heading for the stargate.” 
 
    “The one to the Togath System?” 
 
    “No, there’s a third stargate in this system. I don’t have any info on where it goes.” 
 
    “Will we be able to achieve a firing solution on it before it gets there?” 
 
    “No, sir. It has too big a head start, and its crew is redlining their engine.” 
 
    “Launch the fighters. Go get him. I don’t want that ship to get away.” 
 
    “The fighters will be unable to catch the gunboat in time,” Solomon said. “It is already in the vicinity of the stargate. Assuming it does not slow down, it will easily make it to the stargate prior to the fighters being able to launch on it.” 
 
    Captain Sheppard sighed. “Let it go, then,” he said. “Cancel the launch.” 
 
    “I wonder if this is why the proprietor hasn’t been in this system for 15 years?” Calvin asked. “Pirates have a way of making you avoid a place.” 
 
    “Indeed they do,” the CO said. “When we get back, I’m going to have a chat with the proprietor.” He looked at Calvin. “You thought he was going to play it straight, but it appears he’s an even better actor than I am. He’s now gotten us to rid this system of pirates for him—at least for the moment. Let’s get back to the mission—the sooner we accomplish it, the sooner we can get back to what we’re supposed to be doing.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Togath System 
 
    “System entry into the Togath System,” Steropes noted. 
 
    “Stealth is on and holding,” added Solomon. 
 
    “Very well,” the CO said. “Passive sensors only. Let’s see what we can find out about this place before we go active.” 
 
    “Shit!” the DSO said. “There’s a laser platform to starboard. It just fired in front of us.” 
 
    “Hard right,” Captain Sheppard said. “All ahead full. They must have caught the gate pulse, but when they didn’t see anyone, they started firing randomly.” 
 
    “More firing,” the DSO said. “They’re generally in front of us and are now going off to port.” 
 
    “Hopefully, if they don’t hit us, they won’t know we’re here—or at least where we are,” the CO said as the laser pulses got farther and farther away from the ship. “What do we know about the target planet?” 
 
    “It’s a desert planet, located on the inside portion of the habitable zone of the star,” Steropes said. “In addition to the laser platform at the stargate, there are six platforms in orbit around the planet, with three guarding each of the mines. The mines themselves go deep into the crust of the planet, with a small town that has grown up around each of the entrances to support the operations there.  
 
    “The anti-aircraft missile systems are located inside the towns—and some of them are on top of buildings—so they’ll be hard to impossible to take out without collateral damage. Depending on the size of the round or the weapon used, you’ll most definitely damage other buildings and potentially collapse all or portions of the mines.” 
 
    The CO nodded. “We definitely don’t want to do that, or it’ll be difficult to hand them over to the troops following us.” He sighed as he had a thought. It seemed to hit almost everyone on the bridge at the same time. 
 
    “Let me guess,” the OSO said. “Your next question is going to be, ‘What do we do about the laser platform at the stargate.’” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” the CO said. “While it is technically possible that the platform won’t shoot at a transport, I find it at least possible, if not probable, that it will. So, OSO, what are we going to do about that platform?” 
 
    “How about this, sir? Why don’t we pop over to the Jinn Universe and launch two or three missiles that are programmed to jump over to this universe just in time to hit the platform and destroy it?” 
 
    “Two or three?” 
 
    “I’m trying to be cautious,” the OSO said. “I’d like to use three, but I’m conscious of the fact that resupply—especially of Jinn Universe materials—might be slow in this here and now. I don’t want to use up all the stocks we have of things we might need later. Like our most capable missiles.” 
 
    “That’s a great consideration,” the CO said. “My perspective on it is I don’t want to lose people if I don’t have to. I realize these people aren’t mine, but the proprietor might not find it amusing if I didn’t do everything I could to preserve his people.” 
 
    “I’m not sure the proprietor views anything as other than a resource he can use and abuse,” Calvin said. “That said, I understand getting all his people killed might not lead to the best relations with him going forward…and we do still need his help.” 
 
    “OSO, program three missiles to take out the platform. Steropes, work with him and the helmsman to get us into the right launch position. Solomon, please jump us to the Jinn Universe…assuming Bradford hasn’t stolen any of the cabling from either the jump modules or the missile systems.” 
 
    “Although it sounds, based on your tone, as if you are being facetious, Captain, your assessment is close to accurate,” Solomon said. “Some of the cabling was removed from the missiles to replace what was taken from the jump modules to fix the time machine, but that has since been repaired with the wiring Lieutenant Commander Hobbs brought aboard.” 
 
    “What you just said makes my head hurt,” the CO said, “but if I understand you correctly, everything is fixed, and we can implement the plan as was just stated?” 
 
    “That is correct, sir.” 
 
    “Please execute the plan.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the OSO said. “Targeting the platform with three missiles.” 
 
    Everything flashed. “As requested, we are in the Jinn Universe,” Solomon said. 
 
    “Excellent,” the CO said. “Steropes, take a look at the planet in this universe and see if there are any signs of habitation.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “We are ready to fire,” the OSO said. 
 
    “Very well,” the CO said. “Uncloak and fire!” 
 
    Three missiles leapt from the stern chase launchers, traveled about 3/4 of the distance to where the platform would be in the other universe, then disappeared from sight. 
 
    “Take us 90 right,” the CO said. 
 
    “Coming right 90 degrees,” the helmsman said.  
 
    After a minute of travel, the CO said, “Solomon, please cloak us and jump us back to our universe.” 
 
    Everything flashed, then Solomon said, “We are back in our universe.” 
 
    “How does the platform look, OSO?” 
 
    “It’s pretty beat up, sir, but still has structural integrity.” 
 
    “Are we still in graser range?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Uncloak and fire all grasers until the platform ceases to be a threat.” Two minutes later, the platform was no longer a threat, and the Vella Gulf turned toward the planet. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CO’s Conference Room, TSS Vella Gulf, Togath System 
 
    “Okay,” the captain said. “We can use the same tactics we used at the stargate to take out the orbital facilities. It’ll take a little time and use some resources, but they shouldn’t be a big deal. How are you going to get down to the surface without blowing up my shuttle?” 
 
    “Very carefully?” Calvin asked with a smile. 
 
    The CO frowned, and Calvin continued, “Seriously, though, we’ve been looking at that. As the planet is mostly desert, there isn’t a lot of terrain to work with to help get us down. That would mean, in order to keep the shuttle safe, as well as its valuable cargo—us—we’d have to land a long way away and walk in.” 
 
    “Which would give them a long time to put together surprises for us,” Master Chief added. 
 
    “And Master Chief hates surprises,” Calvin said.  
 
    The senior enlisted nodded. “I do.” 
 
    “I thought about trying to pop over to the Jinn Universe to see if an approach that way might not be more feasible,” Calvin said. “But, based on the scans Steropes put together when we were there, it doesn’t look like we’d get a lot of help, as there aren’t a lot of terrain features to navigate by. We could get fairly close to the mine, but not being close enough gives them time to shoot at us out in the open, and being too close means when we jump across, we run the risk of materializing inside a building or something, which isn’t something I want to do.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s pretty much not my idea of a good day at work,” Master Chief said. “All things being equal, I’d like to try the commander’s idea of vertical envelopment.” 
 
    “Vertical envelopment?” the CO asked. “Has Calvin been teaching you strategy again?” 
 
    “No, sir; that’s just what he’s calling the new tactics he put together for use with the suits.” 
 
    “Which are?” 
 
    “We use the transporters to beam down to about 40 feet above the ground and drop the rest of the way with our rocket boots. The suits are gyro-stabilized, so we can ride the rockets down while firing at the enemy.” 
 
    “Why 40 feet?” the CO asked, looking at Calvin. 
 
    “We tried lower when we first started working on it in the simulators, but there’s a little bit of consciousness lag when you go through the transporter. If you’re on a transporter pad, you don’t notice it; however, when you’re falling through the air, it’s a real issue.  
 
    “Take a drop on Earth, for example. The acceleration due to gravity is 9.8 meters per second squared. So, if it took you a second to acclimate and trigger your boots once you beam in, you’d already have fallen ten feet or so, and you’d be falling faster and faster. The average response time, we’ve found, is about half a second, but it’s as long as a second for some people. And with a little bit of transporter beam inaccuracy…” 
 
    The CO nodded. “It’s better to aim a little high than go splat.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Calvin said. “We don’t like splat. Even though that kind of drop is probably survivable, we’d run the risk of injuries, and we’re trying very hard to avoid them.” 
 
    “And going splat,” Master Chief added. “That’s also a bad day at the office.” 
 
    “Okay, so you vertically envelop them. What then?” 
 
    “We capture the anti-aircraft systems so they can’t be used against us—especially since the lasers have an anti-surface mode, which would be devastating to people—then we mop up any other security forces remaining. As an added benefit, the anti-aircraft systems aren’t destroyed and can be used by Zelph’s forces to defend the planet until any of his follow-on forces arrive.” 
 
    “And then, for the second assault?” 
 
    “If our shock and awe at the first site doesn’t make them surrender, we will use the Jinn Universe to approach. There’s a little more terrain there, and we can get really close to the town, then pop back over to our universe and catch them by surprise. Hopefully they’ll be expecting us to do the same thing again, and we’ll catch them unaware.”  
 
    The CO nodded. “Sounds good. Make it happen.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Transporter Room, TSS Vella Gulf, Togath System 
 
    Night looked around the pad and got thumbs-ups from the members of Second Squad. “Ground Force is ready. All our weapons are checked non-nuclear.” 
 
    “Space Force is ready, too,” Master Chief said. He stood next to Calvin, who was just to the side of the pad. “We’re checked non-nuclear, too.” He glared at Bad Twin, who shrugged and made an ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about’ gesture. 
 
    Calvin nodded. “Solomon, engage!” After a couple of seconds, Night’s group appeared to stretch toward the ceiling and then vanished. Calvin, Master Chief, and the Space Force—minus Corporal Ngata, since there was only room for 12—took their places. Calvin looked around, saw everyone had their thumbs in the air, and said again, “Solomon, engage!” 
 
    After a brief moment of what Calvin could only describe as “stretching,” the transporter room disappeared from sight and was replaced with a vista of a desert, whose golden sand stretched to the horizon. Calvin gazed at it a second as he recovered, then he realized he was falling and triggered his rocket boots amid a chorus of “Gluck ab!” being yelled by the rest of the platoon.  
 
    The motto of “Happy landings” never seemed so appropriate. He shook his head to clear it as he realized the rest of the squad was already firing at targets beneath him, and he looked down to see laser fire reaching up toward him. There didn’t seem to be a lot of people on the street—which was wise—and the ones who were seemed to be clustered around the targets his squad was headed toward on the northern end of town. Night and his squad had the mine and a couple of defensive positions on the southern side of town. 
 
    One beam came within several feet of him, and his targeting system illuminated the person who’d fired. His rifle seemed to snap up to his shoulder of its own accord—having repeated the action thousands of times now—and he fired a three-bolt burst back at the black-clad figure. At least two of the beams hit the man, including one that speared through his head, and the man collapsed.  
 
    Calvin searched for additional targets, but the other members of the squad had already neutralized the rest of the defenders in the area. He switched his heads-up display to battlespace monitor as he landed next to a building, and he saw two of his squad had been hit. Luckily, both were minor wounds; medical nanites had been dispensed, and the members were still in the fight.  
 
    The Space Force was responsible for capturing two laser defense positions and two missile systems. He rotated the view from the display and could see the troopers assigned to the systems moving toward them. Within seconds, the control vehicles for the missile systems had been captured, as well as one of the laser systems. The icons for Corporal Hogshead and Private Lewis raced toward the last position, located at the top of a four-story building, but then the icon for Private Lewis went red.  
 
    “Shit!” Hogshead commed. “Amber just took a round from the anti-aircraft laser through the chest. You can send the medic, but I don’t think there’s anything he can do.” 
 
    “I’m on it!” said Ngata, who had transported in after Calvin’s group. 
 
    “I’m going to need some help,” Hogshead said. “They can aim the laser down toward the street. They can’t depress it far enough to get me next to the side of the building, but I’m pinned in place.” 
 
    “Coming!” Master Chief called. 
 
    “Stay on your objective,” Calvin said. “I’m closer and can get there faster.”  
 
    The laser was on a building about a block away on the next street over, but running toward it seemed like a good way to get shot like Lewis had. The intervening buildings were all taller than the one the laser was on, though, and Calvin had an idea. Before he could change is mind, he took two steps and jumped, triggering his rocket boots. 
 
    Up, up, and away, he thought as he soared up the face of the building. The building—like all the buildings in the small town—had a flat roof to catch the limited rainwater the area received, so he was able to make a fairly easy landing on it. He raced across the roof and eased over to look down at the laser system a couple of roofs away. 
 
    Unfortunately, the intervening building was slightly taller than the one the laser was on, and it blocked his view of the defensive position. 
 
    “You’re coming soon, right, sir?” Hogshead asked. “Looks like they’re dragging the laser closer to the edge so they can point it down at me. I can see the barrel of the weapon moving farther over the edge.” 
 
    “Almost there,” Calvin replied. He triggered his boots again and roared up and onto the intervening rooftop. His landing wouldn’t have won him any style points, but he was able to remain on his feet, and he sprinted across it.  
 
    “Shit,” he muttered as he snuck a glance over the side of the roof. The laser team was moving it, and the four-person group would soon be able to have a shot at Hogshead, who he could see below him, plastered up against the side of the building. Calvin knew he didn’t have time to snipe all the crew, so he dialed the grenade launcher up a setting from “Standard Grenade,” aimed at the center of the troops, and fired. 
 
    The antimatter pellet flew straight and true, and it detonated next to the man at the weapon’s control station. The man went flying into the air and fell, pinwheeling, to the street below. A second person was also blown over the edge, and the other two members of the crew were blown backward. One lay motionless, but the second tried to get back to her feet. A three-shot laser burst put her back down to stay.  
 
    “You’re clear,” Calvin commed.  
 
    As Hogshead went to take control of the position, Calvin checked his battlespace monitor; all the other objectives had been taken and showed green. He mentally toggled it over to the other team’s objectives and saw that, while the defensive positions had been captured and were lit with green, the mine itself still showed red. 
 
    “Hey, Night! How’s that mine coming?” 
 
    “Not so well. If you’re free, why don’t you come down here and take a look?” 
 
    “On my way.” 
 
    Calvin checked his fuel reservoirs—still in the yellow—before stepping off the building and riding his rocket boots down to street level. Once he touched down, he sped off in the direction of the mine. Although some faces peered out the windows, no one came out or made a move to stop or fire on him. 
 
    The town was fairly small, and it only took Calvin a couple of minutes to get to Night’s position, around the corner of a building from the mine entrance. 
 
    “Take a look,” Night said. “But don’t stray out there any farther than you have to.” 
 
    Calvin edged out to where he could see the mine. “Shit.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” he said.  
 
    Calvin eased out to take a second look and drew fire this time, but he was able to see what he needed to. He jerked back and the laser rounds went harmlessly past. “Looks like they armored up the entrance,” Calvin said. 
 
    “Yeah, they have several firing positions cut through it, too, with a killing ground of about 100 feet all around it. They’re going to be tough to get out of there without taking any more casualties.” 
 
    “You heard about Lewis?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Calvin eased out for another peek, then looked at his battlespace monitor. “Have you been able to talk with them?” 
 
    “Nope. We put out a white flag, but they shot the shit out of it.” 
 
    “Maybe they don’t know what a white flag means.” 
 
    Night shrugged. “It didn’t seem worth talking about after that.” 
 
    “Maybe they’ll be ready to talk in a couple of minutes. Stay here; I’ll be right back.”  
 
    Keeping the building between himself and the mine, Calvin walked away from the mine and jumped up to the rooftop of a neighboring building. He ran as hard as he could across it, then toggled his rocket boots and jumped across the street. While that took him into view from the mine, he didn’t figure anyone would be looking up. He didn’t know if anyone saw him, but at least no one shot at him, which he considered a win. Calvin touched down on the opposite roof and jogged over to Staff Sergeant Zoromski, who was standing next to one of the anti-aircraft lasers. 
 
    “Mind if I use this a second?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “Do we have incoming aircraft?” Z-Man asked with a hopeful note in his voice. 
 
    “Sorry, no. We have a mine with a barricade that needs shooting.” 
 
    “Um, you realize there’s a building between us and the mine, right? What about the ‘no collateral damage’ rule you mentioned before we started?” 
 
    “I said I didn’t want unnecessary collateral damage.” 
 
    “And this is necessary?” 
 
    “Necessary to keep someone on our side from getting shot, yes.” 
 
    “Well then, step aside, sir. Unless you have a download on how to operate the laser?” 
 
    “Umm, actually, no, I didn’t get one. There wasn’t time before we left.” 
 
    “Well, I got the download for operating both laser and missile anti-aircraft positions. I admit they were Mrowry systems, and not whatever and wherever we are systems, but I had Solomon run a translating program for me so I can at least read the control pad. Between them—and the five minutes I’ve had standing around here to mess with this big-ass laser—I think I can probably make it work.” 
 
    “Okay, fine. I want to shoot it over there,” Calvin said, pointing. 
 
    “Gotcha, sir. If you’d stand back…” 
 
    Z-Man began pressing buttons on the control pad, and the laser powered up. As the machine began turning, Z-Man turned and winked. “It’ll just be a few seconds now,” he said. The machine stopped in the direction Calvin had indicated, and then the barrel started going down. “About there?” Z-Man asked after a moment. 
 
    “A little farther,” Calvin said. “A little more…stop! Right there.” 
 
    “That’s good?” the trooper asked. 
 
    “As good as I can tell with that building in the way.” 
 
    “Roger that. All safety gear on? Firing!” 
 
    The weapon fired a prolonged blast, which explosively detonated the concrete-like walls on the next building, then burned through the interior floors and walls until it burst out the other side. “How’s that?” Z-Man asked.  
 
    Calvin went to stand near the barrel of the weapon and looked down through the smoke and fire of the burning building. A variety of flammable materials had caught, and flames covered most of the line of sight to the mine. Through the flames, though, Calvin could still see that the beam had gone high and left of the barricade at the entrance. The people at the barricade didn’t seem to have noticed the laser strike; he couldn’t see any movement from behind the barricade. 
 
    “A little down and right,” Calvin said, then guided him through the re-aiming process. He walked back to where Z-Man stood at the control pad. “That’s it; hit ‘em again.” 
 
    Zoromski fired the weapon a second time. The building next to them exploded again in a different spot, then the laser burned through the rest of the building. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Night commed. “Did you do that? Half the barricade just evaporated. What the hell did you hit it with?” 
 
    “Anti-aircraft laser.” 
 
    “Well, looks like you cut at least two of the people behind the barricade in half. The rest are coming out with their hands open and empty in front of them.” 
 
    “I guess they give up.”  
 
    “I guess they do. Want to come down and take their surrender as the senior ranking person?” 
 
    “I’m on my way.” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Mine Entrance, Planet MC-2325, Togath System 
 
    “Are you going to kill us?” the leader of the group asked as its wings fluttered. Twenty-three people had been in the mine—or at least 23 had come out of it when they surrendered—not counting the two who’d been cut in half by the laser. They represented members of four different species. The biggest group were bipedal lizards, which had claws that looked like they could go through solid rock. Two others were mammalian-looking races—an anteater and a cat-like race—and the last was avian. There was only one avian, but it was the leader of the group. 
 
    “I don’t intend to kill you, no,” Calvin said. “I just want you to clear out of the mine.” 
 
    The avian—which looked like a six-foot-tall archaeopteryx, complete with claws on the leading edge of its wings—fluttered its wings again. “What cartel are you from? You have to be from the Mineral Cartel, don’t you? I don’t recognize you or your gear, but only the Mineral Cartel would attack us. Unless you’re pirates—you’re not pirates are you? Argh!” Its voice rose in pitch and the avian talked faster and faster. 
 
    “Easy,” Calvin said, making a patting motion with his hands. “Just calm down. We work for the Mineral Cartel, but we aren’t part of it.” 
 
    “Mercenaries! Argh! Illegal! They’re going to kill us all! Argh!” It started flapping its wings and running around in circles, and the cats and lizards began looking askance at the armed men around them. Outnumbered about four-to-one, Calvin could see they were seconds away from a riot. 
 
    “Shut the fucking hell up, you overgrown chicken!” roared Master Chief as he made his appearance. 
 
    The avian squawked once and fell over backward to rest on its tail feathers. 
 
    “That’s better,” Master Chief said in a more normal voice. He advanced a step toward the avian, whose wings began fluttering again. “You just sit there and shut up while the commander talks, or we’re going to find the closest barbeque for you, do you understand?” 
 
    The avian nodded its head faster than Calvin had ever seen a race capable of doing. 
 
    “I believe you were saying something about us not killing everyone, sir?” Master Chief asked. 
 
    “Yes, I was,” Calvin said with a nod. “I don’t want to kill anyone I don’t have to here. As a matter of fact, there’s a group of Mineral Cartel people coming here who’ll take over the mines, and we’ll be leaving. Hopefully without killing anyone else.” 
 
    “Especially if they keep their fucking beak closed and sit still,” Master Chief said with a growl and stern look toward the avian. 
 
    “I am happy you do not want to kill us,” one of the lizards said, stepping forward. The group had a number of shades of green and brown; this one was a dark forest green. “Unfortunately, the fact of the matter is, if you leave us with the Mineral Cartel people, it is likely that they will.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    The lizard’s tongue flicked in and out a few times, then it asked, “You are not from around here, are you?” 
 
    “Well, no, we aren’t,” Calvin said. 
 
    “That is why I have never seen your race before now. You must be from one of the other galactic arms, probably somewhere out on the fringe. Regardless, I do not know how things work where you are from, but here, corporate takeovers are usually fatal to the losing side.” 
 
    Calvin’s brows knit. “Why would you surrender, then, if you thought we were going to kill you?” 
 
    “The…whatever you used on our barricade was horrific. There is dying…and then there is being cut in half to expire in a pool of your own blood and intestines. We surrendered, hoping that by doing so you would kill us more compassionately. If, however, your intentions are to turn us over to the Mineral Cartel, we would ask that you just kill us now. We are far more likely to get a civilized death at your hands than theirs.” When Calvin just looked at him, open-mouthed, he added, “Please? You can tell them we charged you, or we fought back, or whatever else you need to justify our deaths to them.” 
 
    Calvin looked at Night, who shook his head.  
 
    “That’s way above my paygrade.”  
 
    Calvin’s eyes went to Master Chief, who also shook his head. “As much as I don’t mind shooting them during a fight, shooting someone afterward isn’t like I’m doing my job anymore, you know? That’s more like…murder. It’s a bad thing to get into a young trooper’s head, too, that doing something like that is okay. Where does it stop, once you say someone’s life isn’t worth having? Women? Children? No thanks. I’d rather it not be on my watch.” 
 
    “Nor on mine,” Calvin said. “I don’t want to kill them any more than you do. Probably even less, if the truth were known.” 
 
    “Well, can you just give us some pistols or something?” the lizard asked. “We’ll do it ourselves if we have to.” 
 
    Calvin shook his head. “Don’t you people have wives—or spouses, anyway—and children?” 
 
    “Of course,” the lizard said. “That’s why most of us are out here at this mine—so our mates and offspring can have better lives than we did.” 
 
    “But you’d rather kill yourselves.” 
 
    “Not really, as it’s unlikely the cartel will pay them any death benefits, since we lost the mine, but like I said, better you shoot us than allow the Mineral Cartel goons to play with us as we die.” He gave what looked like a shrug. “Lives are cheap…especially ours.” 
 
    “Well…shit,” Calvin said. 
 
    Master Chief chuckled. “You’ve got the right of it there.” 
 
    Calvin shook his head. “We don’t have time for this. The Mineral Cartel people will be here in a few hours, and we still have to capture the second mine…” 
 
    “Oh, I know that look,” Master Chief said. “You just had one of your ideas.” 
 
    The twinkle returned to Calvin’s eye. “Maybe,” he said with a wink. “Give me a second while I look at our mission orders.” He called them up on his implants, read through them quickly, then turned back to the lizard. “If we were to take you to a friendly world, do you think you could convince the people at the other mine to surrender, so we have time to get all of you off-planet before the Mineral Cartel people arrive?” 
 
    “I’m willing to give it a try,” the lizard said. “My cousin is at the other mine; I know if I can get through to him, I can probably get them to agree to it.” He cocked his head. “How much ransom are you going to ask for when we get to a civilized system?” 
 
    “I can’t speak for my commanding officer, but it’s unlikely we’d ask for much, except maybe to replenish our stores of what you ate and drank.” 
 
    The corners of the lizard’s mouth turned up as if he were smiling. “Well, in that case, if we’re going to be friends and all, and you’re going to feed us, there’s probably something we can do for you.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “Come with me to the foreman’s office, and I’ll show you,” the lizard said. “I can also call the other mine from there.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Togath System 
 
    “Where are they?” the head of the Mineral Cartel contingent screamed from the front view screen. 
 
    “Where are who?” Captain Sheppard asked in reply. 
 
    “The miners. None of the miners are here, and their bodies are nowhere to be found.” 
 
    “I have no idea,” the CO said. He looked at Calvin, who gave an exaggerated shrug. “The head of my assault force doesn’t have any idea, either.” 
 
    “They must have run off! I blame you for this!” 
 
    “I’m not sure why,” the CO said. “Our mission tasking was to acquire the mines and turn them over to you in good shape. We’ve done so…unless you’re saying they aren’t in good shape?” 
 
    “No, they are in fine shape—they are not damaged at all—but there are no miners here to work them for us!” 
 
    “I’m not sure how or why that’s my problem,” the CO said. “We weren’t tasked with providing miners, only the mines. I can show you what the proprietor wrote down as our tasking.” 
 
    “I’ve seen it,” the man said in a gruff voice, his eyes unable to meet Captain Sheppard’s. “I know what it says.” 
 
    “So you know it doesn’t say anything about the miners.” 
 
    “I still want to know where there are,” he said. 
 
    “And why’s that?” 
 
    “Because they appear to have run away with the profits from the mine.” 
 
    “The profits from the mines?” 
 
    “The diamonds!” the man shouted. “There are no diamonds here! There hasn’t been a pickup in six weeks according to the logs; there should be diamonds here ready for shipment!” 
 
    “I got nothing,” Calvin said, shrugging. “I don’t know where the diamonds are, nor do I know where his missing workers are. Maybe they went into the depths of the mines to hide out until we went away, and they just haven’t come out yet? I don’t know. I’d look in the mines if I were you.” 
 
    “Fine; we will look.” The man started to turn away. 
 
    “Before you go,” the CO said, stopping him. “Can you confirm, for the record, that we have met all the terms of our contract?” 
 
    “Yes, you have.” He snarled and pushed a button, ending the transmission. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know how you made them disappear,” the CO said, “but you surely did piss him off. Where did you hide the miners?” 
 
    “Well, sir, that’s why we needed the shuttles to come down. The troops and I beamed back up on the transporter—the suits have markers so they can be used that way—and the miners flew back on the shuttles.” 
 
    “They did? And what makes you think I want them on the ship?” 
 
    “There wasn’t time to ask, sir, and they swore the Mineral Cartel folks were going to kill them when they took over, so we couldn’t leave them there to die.” 
 
    The CO sighed. “How many of them are there?” he asked, his voice resigned. 
 
    “Umm…I think we ended up with 76, but a lot of them are dependents.” 
 
    “Seventy-six? Where are we going to put them? How are we going to feed them? What were you thinking?” 
 
    “I neglected to mention, sir; they’re going to pay their way.” He sent a call to Hogshead and Fenn, who entered the bridge carrying a footlocker-sized crate.  
 
    “Oh, no…” the CO said. “Tell me that isn’t what I think it is.” 
 
    Calvin smiled, flipped open the latches, and raised the lid. The box was full to the top with clumps of clear rocks.  
 
    “Nice,” Arsalan said, coming over to see what was in the chest. “I guess you’ll be able to pay my father back, after all.” 
 
    Calvin chuckled. “If you think it’s the missing diamonds, Skipper, you’re only partially right.”  
 
    “Oh?” Captain Sheppard asked. “How’s that?” 
 
    “There are five more crates in the hangar bay just like this one.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Jangeth System 
 
    “So, that’s it,” Captain Sheppard said. “We finished the mission, recovered the mines, and turned them over to your people. As you can see from the file we sent, your foreman acknowledged that we met all the terms of our contract.” 
 
    “I saw that. I also saw he did not appear very happy in the brief exchange you sent along.” 
 
    “I seem to have a problem communicating with people here,” Captain Sheppard said. “Where I come from, it’s important to honor the terms of the contract, which we did. The fact that he may not have been excited about how we did it really isn’t my problem. If we were going to talk about being unsatisfied about something, I would have to voice my displeasure upon finding pirates in the next system over. Did you, by any chance, know they were there and fail to mention them to us?” 
 
    “Of course I knew about the pirates. That was your audition for the job. If you couldn’t take care of some minor piddling pirates, I didn’t see any way you could take the Togath mines. As it ends up, everything worked out for the best. You captured the mines and eliminated the pirates, so that is not an issue for me.” 
 
    “Well, not entirely.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “One of the gunboats got away from our initial assault on the pirate stronghold. When we came back, there were several ships waiting for us.” 
 
    “So you destroyed them, I take it, since you’re here?” 
 
    “No, we carefully avoided them.” 
 
    “Avoided them? How did you do that?” 
 
    “We can be very sneaky when we want to.” 
 
    The proprietor frowned. “So the pirates are still there?” 
 
    “Yes, as a matter of fact, I believe they are.” 
 
    “Well, you have to go back and wipe them out! What good is having the Togath mines if my people cannot go there and resupply them?” 
 
    “I think you mean, ‘Go there and pick up your diamonds.’ However, I’m going to have to say—as you said earlier—that really isn’t an issue for me. I don’t intend to go back through that system again, nor do I intend to fight the pirates again. It wasn’t in the contract.” 
 
    “Well, I have to say I am extremely disappointed in you,” the proprietor said. “And, unfortunately, I am going to have to require you to clear the system of the pirates.” 
 
    “I don’t like the sound of that. How is it you intend to ‘require’ me to do anything?” 
 
    “There is the simple matter of the care and feeding of the personnel you left behind here. One of them, as I understand, required some medical attention.” 
 
    “If you’ve hurt any of my people…” 
 
    “You will do what?” 
 
    “I will come down there, and I will kill you myself. Now I’m tired of your bullshit. I’m going to send a shuttle down there, and if you don’t have my people there, along with—” 
 
    “Contact!” the DSO exclaimed. “Three ships just entered through the stargate!” 
 
    “From the pirate system?” the CO asked. 
 
    “No, from the stargate that goes up the chain toward the capital system.” 
 
    “Give me everything you can on the ships,” the CO said. 
 
    The proprietor smiled on-screen. “I guess their arrival will end your threats to me on what you are and are not going to do, won’t it? How about this? If you come and dock with the station, I promise to treat you well and give you a nice, safe job where you can work out the rest of your life.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll be seeing you soon, all right,” the CO said. “You can expect my next stop after dealing with these ships will be your office. And if you’ve hurt my people, you can expect me to do the same to you.” He cut the connection. “The ships, DSO. What’ve we got?” 
 
    “Looks like three frigate-sized ships, very much like the one we fought in the next system over. They’re more built for heavy security operations than fleet action, sir.” 
 
    “Helm, all ahead three quarters toward the pirate gate. Let me know when we’re established on that course.” 
 
    “We’re running?” the DSO asked. “I think we can take them.” 
 
    “Oh, I know we can take them,” the CO said. He turned to look at Calvin. “However, we have a bunch of civilians on board—76 if I remember correctly—and I don’t want to take a hit and injure any of them. We’re going to fight them, and we’re going to annihilate them, and then I’m going to go back and shove my foot so far up the proprietor’s ass that he tastes shoe leather for a week. I am getting damn tired of all of this nickel and dime bullshit, and at the end of the day today, I don’t want there to be any doubt that they absolutely should not fuck with us anymore.” 
 
    “We’re established on a heading toward the pirate gate,” the helmsman said. 
 
    “Are the frigates giving chase?” the CO asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the DSO said. “They’re out-accelerating us and are catching up quickly.” 
 
    The CO nodded once. “Very well.” He watched the plot for another minute then said, “Solomon, give me stealth mode, please.” 
 
    “You have it,” the AI said a few seconds later. “Stealth mode engaged.” 
 
    “Helm, hard left.” 
 
    “Hard left, aye…no course given.” 
 
    “Understood, Helm. If I’ve done this right, we’re going to skew around and end up right behind them,” the CO said. “Adjust our turn to roll out directly behind the center frigate.” 
 
    “Roll out astern of the center frigate, aye,” the helm replied.  
 
    The CO turned to Calvin. “Remember all those fights with the Shaitan, where they used to pop up of nowhere and shoot amazing weapons at us?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, I do,” Calvin replied, with a hint of a smile. 
 
    The CO smiled, although his eyes remained hard. “Now it’s our turn.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Anti-Jangeth System 
 
    The Vella Gulf settled onto a heading almost directly behind the center frigate. 
 
    “The other two frigates are dispersing to the left and right,” the OSO said. “They’re probably trying to increase their sensor net and figure out where we went.” 
 
    “Well, let’s show them, shall we?” Captain Sheppard asked. “On my command, we’ll jump to the Jinn Universe, then we’ll fire a broadside. I want three missiles targeted on each frigate, and each missile set to jump into our universe with five seconds to impact.” 
 
    “Five seconds?” the OSO asked. “That might give them time to see them coming and implement some of their defensive procedures.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” the CO said. “If we have to fire another couple, we will. This is the shock and awe portion of the attack. I want them to think we’re ghosts, and our technology is so far beyond them they have no chance against us.” 
 
    “Makes sense, sir,” the OSO said, nodding. “Ready to fire.” 
 
    “Solomon, jump us to the Jinn Universe, please.” 
 
    The ship flashed. “We are in the Jinn Universe,” Solomon noted. 
 
    “Cease thrust. Helm, spin 90 degrees left.” 
 
    “Thrust is zero,” the helmsman replied. “Spinning 90 degrees left.” 
 
    “Fire when ready, OSO.” 
 
    “Dropping stealth and firing!” The OSO pushed a button and a broadside of missiles launched.  
 
    The CO watched them travel across the plot. The group headed toward the center frigate disappeared first as they jumped out of the Jinn Universe, followed by the trio aimed for the left frigate, and then the ones aimed for the frigate on the right. 
 
    “Re-engage stealth,” the CO said, “then jump back to our universe. Helmsman, once there, I want you to come right and take position 100,000 miles off the starboard frigate’s starboard quarter.” 
 
    “Stealth on!” the duty engineer called.  
 
    “Coming right,” the helmsman said after the ship flashed back out of the Jinn Universe. 
 
    “How’d we do, OSO?” the CO asked. 
 
    “Based on the geometry of what’s left, it looks like the center frigate took three hits, the port frigate took three hits, and the starboard frigate took two hits. All three have had their engines and engineering sections removed and are coasting—unpowered—on trajectories which will eventually take them out of this system.” 
 
    “Very well. Full speed ahead. Take us on a course that’ll intercept the starboard frigate.” He smiled and added, “Oh, and get me the proprietor. On screen, please.” 
 
    “I do not know how you did that,” the proprietor said, “but it does not change things; if anything, it shows my initial assessment of you was correct. You are more than capable of handling the pirates in the next system. If you want to get your people back, you will eliminate the pirates.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the CO replied. “Did you not see how your fleet was just destroyed? How easily we accomplished it?” 
 
    “Yes, I saw it. Happily, they are paid for out of the cartel’s funds, not my own, and this defeat will not go on my record, but on the records of the individual commanding officers. You can let their ships continue on into the abyss, if you want.” 
 
    “What?” the CO asked. “They mean so little to you that you wouldn’t even try to rescue them?” 
 
    “They are not my greegeekos, and this is not my rudgarst.” 
 
    “Greegeekos? Rudgarst?” the CO asked. “Those words didn’t translate.” 
 
    “A greegeeko is a large lizard that can be trained to perform tricks. It is often used in rudgarsts, which are spectacles for the masses.” 
 
    “Not my monkeys; not my circus,” the DSO muttered. 
 
    The CO nodded. “Well that’s not the way I was brought up when I was young. I don’t know how many people are on those ships, but I’m not going to let them all die, cold and alone.” He stared into the proprietor’s eyes, and his voice was as full of menace as he could make it. “I am going to rescue them, and then I am going to get my people back from you. And if they’ve been harmed in any way, you’re going to find out what a dragon looks like on the inside.” 
 
    He cut the transmission. 
 
    “Would you really feed him to me?” Trixie asked. “He is quite a disagreeable man. I think he would cause me an upset stomach.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think I’d actually feed him to you,” the CO said, “no matter how much I might want to.” 
 
    “What is the difference between feeding him to me and shooting him through the head with a laser? He is equally dead, both ways.” 
 
    The CO’s brows knit as he tried to decide how to explain the difference. “Well, shooting him through the head is a little more humane, I guess. He wouldn’t suffer as much.” 
 
    “But it sounded like the object was for him to suffer. Was that not what you were threatening him with? Was that not the point of the threat?” 
 
    “Yes, it was,” Captain Sheppard said, “but I really don’t intend for him to suffer; that’s not how we act. We might threaten someone with it, but I wouldn’t actually do it.” 
 
    “I am confused,” Trixie asked. “Will they not figure that out after a while, though? If you do not actually make someone suffer periodically—not that I am saying I want to eat him, because I do not—but if you do not do that, will the threat not lose its ability to frighten anyone anymore?” 
 
    The CO smiled, even though he knew she couldn’t see him. “Yes, you run the risk of that happening, but I’m hoping the proprietor doesn’t know me well enough to suspect I don’t mean it.” 
 
    “You humans are strange,” Trixie said. “How you accomplish anything when you never mean what you say is beyond me.” There was a pause, then she added, “Regardless of whether I need to eat him or not—which I can make as painful or as pain-free as needed—at least let me lick him once or twice so you can have some idea of what he intends.” 
 
    The CO’s smile grew. “I think that can be arranged.” 
 
    “What do you intend to do about the three frigates?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “I intend to recover them and bring them back,” the CO said. “I hope they’d do the same for me if our positions were reversed.” 
 
    “How are we going to do that?” 
 
    “Well, I’m going to have the helmsman bring us close to the frigates,” the CO replied. “How you’re going to recover the frigates…well, that’s up to you.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Shuttle 01, Approaching Mineral Cartel Ship, Jangeth System 
 
    “Ouch,” Lieutenant ‘Sal’ Sooolliessess said as he got his first look at the Mineral Cartel frigate. “Those missiles do take a bite out of a ship.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Calvin said, looking over the pilot’s shoulder. He could see rounded off sections indicative of two “bites” where the missiles had exploded and removed spherical sections of the aft portion of the ship. “Just be glad we figured out how to stop them, or that would have been us.” 
 
    “I miss the good old days,” said Lieutenant Erika ‘Jones’ Smith, the WSO. “Back before we knew any of this—” she waved her hand at the frigate, “—stuff existed.” 
 
    “You’d rather give up flying space fighters and go back to flying F-18s off a wet-navy aircraft carrier?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “Oh, hell no. Sir,” she added. “I love being in space and flying space fighters. This whole alternate universe and time travel stuff, though…that I could probably do without.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Calvin agreed. I was a lot happier before I pushed the stupid button, too; at least that isn’t on your conscience. “See if you can set us down there,” he said, pointing. “It looks like there’s an access hatch there.” 
 
    “You got it, sir,” Sal said. He began maneuvering the shuttle to match the frigate’s velocity and tumbling spin. “Things may get a bit…weird…as we get close. You’re probably going to want to sit down for this.” 
 
    “You got it,” Calvin said, hoping the other ships would be easier. He worked his way to the back of the shuttle and took his seat. “Hold on, everyone,” he said. “This may get colorful.” 
 
    “I hope you don’t mean the kind of colorful where people throw up and spray-paint the inside of the shuttle,” Master Chief said. 
 
    Calvin smiled as several of the faces he could see—newbies, all—suddenly took on a rather greenish tint. “Unfortunately that’s exactly what I meant. The ship is tumbling, so they’re going to try to match the spin, but they may have to do some maneuvering up close.” 
 
    Calvin sat, buckled in, and closed his eyes as the motion started. While flying a fighter, looking out at the horizon always calmed any sort of nausea issues he had. While riding, though, it was easier to close his eyes and pretend he was on a roller coaster. It also helped to turn down the volume on his speakers when someone started throwing up. While the artificial gravity system nulled out the worst of it, some of the back and forth motion, especially once they got in close, was somewhat violent and outside the normal dampening limits of the system, allowing it to bleed through. 
 
    Eventually there was a clang and a slam, which the artificial gravity system was unable to counter, and they were aboard. 
 
    “Ramp coming down,” Master Chief called. “And turn on your magnetic boots,” he added. “If the ship’s out of control, their gravity system is probably shot, too.” 
 
    Calvin opened his eyes to find Master Chief already out of his seat and dropping the ramp, while simultaneously laughing at the trooper who’d thrown up. “You’re going to clean that up later,” he told Corporal Kevin Walsh. 
 
    Calvin knew the smell couldn’t get into his closed breathing system, but that didn’t keep him from thinking he smelled the patch on the deck of the shuttle as he went past it.  
 
    He turned on his boots as he got to the back of the shuttle and followed the last trooper out of the shuttle. He could feel his stomach float as he left the area where the shuttle’s systems provided gravity and his insides went into free-float. 
 
    “Spread out,” Master Chief commed. “This isn’t the first time you’ve done a combat deployment. Dantone, take Weinert and his fire team over to that hatch and see if you can get it open. Have his folks cover you. Good Twin, your fire team has lookout duties. Make sure no one pops out to attack us or the shuttle. It’s a long ass walk home.” 
 
    “Looks like someone’s on the other side of the hatch,” Dantone commed. “I can see a light moving. Yep, there’s someone there.” 
 
    “Are they hostile?” Calvin asked as he made his way over. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Dantone replied. “He isn’t armed and just waved at me. I think he’s going to open the hatch for us.” 
 
    “Stay alert,” Master Chief instructed. “Their intentions may be different than they seem.” 
 
    “I know I’d want to get off my busted ship if I got hit with a couple of those missiles,” Corporal Viebey said. “I’d do whatever I could to help anyone who dropped by.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s at least what you’d want them to think,” Master Chief said, “right up until you killed the people who showed up so you could commandeer their shuttle as a means of escape.” 
 
    “Oh,” Viebey said. “Yeah, I guess that’s possible, too.” 
 
    “Hatch is open,” Dantone said. “The interior looks like an airlock. I’ll go first.” He leaned in and walked down the wall to stand inside the open space beyond the hatch. After a couple of seconds, the hatch started closing. “Damn thing’s small, and there’s only enough room for me. If I’m not back in ten minutes, bring me more ammo.” 
 
    Calvin waited impatiently with the rest of the Space Force for what seemed like hours but his mission clock showed was only five minutes. Just as he was sure he couldn’t wait any longer—he was more used to doing things than letting someone else do them for him—the hatch opened again, and Dantone came out. 
 
    “I’m happy to report the crew of the Mineral Cartel Security Ship Platinum hereby surrenders to us and will cheerfully do whatever the hell we tell them to, if we would but tow them back to the nearest station.” 
 
    “Anything?” Bad Twin asked. “Dude, I can think of—” 
 
    “Shut up, Gordon,” Master Chief said, cutting him off. “Was there anything else?” 
 
    “Yeah. They’d like whatever help we can give them to get their systems going again. The last hit killed their emergency generator, and they have no power or life support in the ship. Oh, and Commander Hobbs, you’re not going to believe it when you see them.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It’s a surprise, sir, but it’s not a bad one.” 
 
    “All right,” Master Chief said. “If they don’t have life support, it’s going to be getting cold and hard to breathe over there. Dantone, you and Weinert get the generator off the shuttle and get it set up. Let’s go, people! We’ve still got one more ship to get to today, and they ain’t paying us by the hour!” 
 
    Calvin nodded, knowing Master Chief would get everything set up, and he began walking toward the hatch. One of the troopers intercepted him at the hatch. 
 
    “Sorry, sir, but I’ll go first,” Corporal Fenn said. “Master Chief’s orders. You don’t go in there alone, regardless of what Gunny Dantone says.” 
 
    Calvin thought about sending the trooper back, but realized Fenn was far more scared of Master Chief than himself. All Calvin could do was demote him; Master Chief could make his life completely miserable. “Fine,” he said, sighing, and waved a hand at the airlock. “You go first.” 
 
    He followed the corporal into the airlock and saw there was enough room for two normal humans, even though the cyborg had filled up most of the space with his bulk. Calvin looked around for the controls, but a flash of motion caught his eye. Calvin turned to look and blinked in astonishment. From behind the mask of a spacesuit, the being’s flashlight revealed a face that had two pupil-less eyes that appeared to be a solid light blue. It tapped on the glass of the viewport with a four-taloned claw—though Calvin couldn’t hear it in the vacuum—then pointed to Calvin and Fenn and nodded. 
 
    Calvin nodded back, unsure of what to do, then the hatch began to shut above him. The alien in the view port didn’t seem worried or nervous, but Calvin readied his laser rifle anyway as the sounds of air coming into the space could be heard after a few moments. Fenn already had his out and ready; although he pointed the muzzle toward the deck, it was aimed at the deck just in front of the door behind which the alien stood. It wouldn’t take much more than a twitch to have the rifle in firing position. Fenn turned sideways and slid past Calvin so he’d be the first out the door and subtly pushed Calvin back behind him, cutting off his view of the alien in the view port. Fenn had just taken up position in the center of the doorway when the door opened; his rifle jumped to his shoulder, and he cleared both sides of the passageway. 
 
    Whether because Dantone had told them to or it was just their custom, the five aliens raised their hands over their heads. All were in what looked like space suits. Despite the somewhat bulky nature of those suits, though, their figures stood out to Calvin as they moved, and he could see their arms and legs were jointed the wrong way. He shook his head, unsure of how it had happened, but he was aware of one thing—the aliens looked exactly like the Sila from the Jinn Universe back up on Calvin’s end of the timeline.  
 
    How is that possible? he wondered in awe. The more they shuffled around, the more he realized it was more than possible; they looked—and acted—just like the Sila he’d come in contact with. 
 
    He shook his head to clear it. “Who’s in charge here?” he asked over his speakers. 
 
    “I am,” one of the four-taloned individuals said. “I am Administrator Rife, the person in charge of the Mineral Cartel Security Ship Platinum. These are my managers. Thank you very much for coming to our assistance.” 
 
    “I’m Lieutenant Commander Hobbs,” Calvin said. “And you’re welcome. The proprietor here wasn’t going to come after you.” 
 
    “Well, we are certainly happy you decided to disobey his orders and come after us, although there will be demons to pay when we get back.” 
 
    “We don’t work for the Mineral Cartel,” Calvin said. “In fact, we don’t work for any of the cartels.” 
 
    “But that makes you…pirates?” Rife asked, worriedly. “Your soldier Dantone said we would be taken care of…” 
 
    “You will be taken care of,” Calvin confirmed, “and you don’t have to worry; we aren’t pirates. In fact, we aren’t from around here, which is why we aren’t members of any of the cartels.” 
 
    “If you are not in one of the cartels,” Rife said, “then you will be the enemy of all of them. It is only by having the protection of one that people are able to survive. Of course…having the protection of one cartel also means you will have the enmity of its rivals…but at least you will not be on everyone’s bad side.” 
 
    Calvin shrugged, although he knew the gesture was probably lost on the aliens. “Well, if I were a betting man, I’d bet whichever cartel hates the Mineral Cartel will probably be our best friends after we’re done here.” 
 
    “That would be the Mining Cartel,” Rife said. “They are our enemies.” 
 
    “Well, I guess that’s out then,” Fenn muttered. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Rife said. “What was it he said?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Calvin replied. “The Mining Cartel may not like us very much either.” 
 
    “Although you have my heartfelt gratitude for coming to help us,” Rife said, “I get the feeling you do better on a personal level than at the cartel level.” 
 
    Calvin chuckled. “I don’t know if I’d put it that way; I have a feeling Proprietor Zelph won’t be very friendly to us by the time we leave this system.” 
 
    “I would kill him, then,” Rife said. The other aliens behind him nodded. “It is better to kill a cartel proprietor than leave him behind you. Unless you like having knives in your back, anyway.” 
 
    “That point has been discussed, and I definitely see the merit of it,” Calvin said. “But ultimately, that’ll be up to my boss, Captain Sheppard.” 
 
    “What rank does Captain Sheppard hold in your car—” Rife paused, then concluded, “—in your organization, whatever that may be?” 
 
    “We’re in the military,” Calvin said, “and captain is his rank. His name is James Sheppard.” 
 
    “I do not know what that ‘military’ thing is; it did not translate.” 
 
    “A military is…well, at its most basic form, it’s an organized group of armed people who fight for their country.” 
 
    “And what is this ‘country?’” 
 
    “You don’t have countries?” 
 
    “We may have them, but the word didn’t translate. If you could explain what one is, I would better know if we had them or not.” 
 
    “Okay…um…a country is an area of a planet with its own government that rules over that area.” 
 
    “You mean like a cartel?” 
 
    “No, a planet would probably have a number of different countries. I think the one we came from had almost 200 before unification.” 
 
    “So you have one country now that rules your planet?” Rife asked. 
 
    “Yes…well, most of it, anyway. There’re still a few holdouts who didn’t want to join the planetary government.” 
 
    “But mostly there is one force that rules your planet?” 
 
    “Yes,” Calvin said, nodding. “That’s right.” 
 
    “How is that different from having a cartel rule the planet? And why do you need an armed group of people to fight for your country if there is only one country? Who are they fighting?” 
 
    “He’s got you there,” Corporal Fenn said. 
 
    “You’re not helping, Fenn. Why don’t you go see how the generator’s coming?” 
 
    “Master Chief would kill me if I left you, sir.” 
 
    “I may kill you if you stay and don’t shut up.” 
 
    “Noted, sir. Shutting up.” 
 
    Rife cocked his head. “Is the purpose of the military to kill each other? Is that how you remove of dissidents in this country of yours?” 
 
    “No!” Calvin exclaimed. “It’s nothing like that at all. Earth—our planet—has a military to protect us from other people who might come and try to attack us.” 
 
    “So, let me get this straight. Your country is not part of a cartel, and you have an armed group that would keep the cartels from making you join one of them?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s it!” 
 
    “It sounds glorious,” Rife said. “I would very much like to go there.” The rest of his people nodded again. “I only have one more question.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Does the emperor know about this planet of yours? I cannot imagine he would allow your planet to exist if he knew about it.” 
 
    “No, he doesn’t know about it; we’re from a really long way away from here.” 
 
    “What are you doing here, then?” 
 
    “We’re looking for aid in a war against an enemy we have.” 
 
    “Aid? Like you want the emperor to send forces to assist you?” 
 
    “Yes, exactly!” 
 
    “Why would you do that?” 
 
    “What? Ask for assistance?” 
 
    “Yes. What assistance can we possibly provide, when you are already so much more advanced than we are? We could not see you, and we barely had time to prepare before your missiles hit us. Our ships were totally outclassed by yours; we had you outnumbered three-to-one, and we did not even get a shot off at you. And look at what you did to us!” 
 
    “Well—” Calvin was interrupted by a tapping from the airlock. He walked back and could see Corporal Hogshead at the viewport. The trooper made a motion like he was inserting a cord. “Oh, good,” Calvin said. “We have our generator set up. Do you have an engineer or someone like that who can go and show my troops how and where to plug it in?” 
 
    “Do you know what kind of power we use?” one of the aliens behind Rife asked. 
 
    “Not at all. I’m hoping we’ll be able to make it work so we can get this ship under control and with enough life support that we can tow you back to the station.” 
 
    As one, the aliens slumped. 
 
    “What?” Calvin asked. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Your trooper that came in earlier said you would help us and protect us.” 
 
    “And we are,” said Calvin. “If you can send an engineer out to assist my team, we can restore power back to the vital portions of your ship. We brought a fusion generator that’ll be able to do most things except power weapons.” 
 
    “There is no need to get power to the ship,” Rife said, “if it is only to tow us back to the space station. We failed to kill you or take you into custody. He will either kill us outright or put us to work in one of the mines.” 
 
    “It would be better if you just killed us and saved us a lifetime of misery,” one of the other aliens said. The rest nodded. 
 
    “I’m not sure what you want from me, then,” Calvin said. “There’s nowhere else in this system we can leave you, and if we don’t help you, you’ll surely die soon.” 
 
    “When your weapons hit us, and we assessed the damage afterward, we realized we were all dead. Maybe not yet—for those of us who survived the impacts—but we all knew we would be soon. We are prepared for death.” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Calvin said. “You want to die?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” Rife said. “No one wants to die.” 
 
    “Well, what are you saying then?” 
 
    “We had an idea when we saw your man, and we realized you were not here to kill us,” Rife said. He explained it to Calvin. 
 
    “Interesting,” Calvin said when he finished. “I can see how that might work. It also opens up some possibilities for us.” 
 
    “So you will try it?” Rife asked. 
 
    “I don’t have the authority to decide that,” Calvin said. “I’ll have to talk to my commanding officer—my ‘proprietor,’ as it were. I will, however, recommend that we pursue it.” 
 
    “That is all we can ask,” Rife said. He turned to one of his staff. “Manager Alton, please go out and see what Lieutenant Commander Hobbs’ people need to get the power flowing again. It seems we have something to live for, after all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 CO’s Conference Room, TSS Vella Gulf, Jangeth System 
 
    “Let me get this straight,” Captain Sheppard said. “You volunteered us to do what?” 
 
    “I didn’t volunteer us for anything,” Calvin replied. He looked around the room, and Master Chief and Night nodded. “All I said was I’d talk to you about it, as you were the person who’d have to approve it.” He winced. “I did, however, tell them I’d recommend this course of action as being the best.” He heard several chuckles from around the room. It was hard to miss Lieutenant Rrower’s throaty chuckle. Even Arsalan, the Sila representative, smiled.  
 
    “Okay,” the CO said with a sigh as he slumped back into his command chair at the end of the table, “take me through it again, from the start.” 
 
    “Well, first, we go down and stomp on Zelph. I mean we have to—not just because he’s a worthless piece of shit who captured our people and tried to use them against us, but also because he’s a miserable bastard with no morals and standards.” 
 
    “I don’t know that we can judge him on the second charge; it seems like no one here has quite the same standards for the value of life—human or otherwise. Still, he did try to use our people as hostages, so I’m all for stomping Zelph.” 
 
    “It’s too bad we can’t throw him off the station like in the Klahr System.” Calvin shrugged. “There’s always the chance for him to do a spacewalk without a suit.” 
 
    “While the people here place no value on sapient life,” the CO said, “let’s remember that we do. At some point we’re going to finish this, and we’re going to go home. How? I don’t know yet, but I’m sure you’ll figure something out. When we do, we’re going to have to be able to look ourselves in the mirror and our loved ones in their faces, and we need to be proud of the things we did here. While it might be the best thing to do to pitch someone off a facility or have them do a suit-less spacewalk, that isn’t part of our core values, and we’re not going to do it, okay?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Calvin replied. “I didn’t really intend—” 
 
    “I know you didn’t, son,” Captain Sheppard said, his voice low and warm, “but let’s not even talk like that anymore, okay? The first step to doing it is to talk about it. Next thing you’re rationalizing it’s okay based on the values the people have here, and then you’re actually doing it. We’re not even going to contemplate it, because I want to be able to look into my wife’s beautiful eyes when we return.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you were married, sir.” 
 
    “I am, and I am going to see her again, so let’s move on. After we get our people back…” 
 
    “Then we attach the three frigates to the Vella Gulf—”  
 
    “Not going to have the crews just move into the ship with the rest of us?” the CO asked. “We only have 76 extra bodies…what’s a couple hundred more?” 
 
    Calvin grinned ruefully. “No, sir, the frigate crews can stay in their ships; we got them stabilized. It won’t be a lot of fun—it’s pretty cold in them—but it’s livable. Besides, the frigate crews are Mineral Cartel, and the miners currently onboard are Mining Cartel; they wouldn’t get along very well together. Administrator Rife—” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Administrator Rife. He’s the CO of Platinum, the first ship my squad visited. We also cleared Emerald, and Captain Train cleared Ruby. Anyway, Administrator Rife also agreed it was probably better we keep them separate.” 
 
    “Do you think we can trust this guy, Rife?” the CO asked. 
 
    “I think so, sir,” Calvin said. “He had a similar story to the miners. If we dropped off the ships’ crews with Zelph, the proprietor would have them all killed as failures or put to work in the mines.” Calvin smiled. “I hear they need some new miners, too, so it’s not that farfetched.” 
 
    The CO nodded. “I’d like to meet Cap—I mean Administrator Rife before we decide anything.” He shook his head. “I hate all their ranks, especially when they want to apply them to ship’s ranks. It just seems…wrong, I guess.” 
 
    “I know,” Calvin said. “Administrator Rife is outside the room if you’d like to meet him now, Skipper. We brought him back with us in case you did.” 
 
    “Know me that well, do you?” 
 
    “I had a hunch.” 
 
    “Okay, bring him in.” 
 
    Calvin sent a message via his implants, and Corporals Fenn and Hogshead walked in with the Platinum CO. Several gasps went up from the table, especially from Arsalan.  
 
    The CO raised an eyebrow at Calvin. “You didn’t say you’d found the Sila,” the CO said. “Was that for the shock value?” 
 
    “I don’t know that they are the Sila,” Calvin said, “although they certainly look like them. The language is different, but they’re built the same. All the ships’ crews are Weebers—that’s what they call themselves—but they’re from our universe. We haven’t seen any of the Sila yet in the Jinn Universe, nor any of the other races, either, although we haven’t been in that many systems. Perhaps when we find them we can make some comparison.” 
 
    Arsalan got up and approached Rife. The resemblance was uncanny, although Arsalan was a little taller and his limbs a little longer.  
 
    “I see you already have a Weeber on your crew,” Rife said, nodding to Arsalan, who wore the same uniform as the rest of the Gulf’s crew, although he had the same ambassadorial pin as Lieutenant Rrower. 
 
    “No,” Calvin said, “he’s from our…from where we live. He’s not a member of the Weeber race, although he looks very much like you. Convergent evolution, I guess.” 
 
    The CO stood and offered his hand to Rife, who shook it, having been briefed ahead of time by Calvin on the custom. “Welcome,” the CO said. “Have a seat,” he added, indicating a chair in the second row.  
 
    “Thank you for having me here,” Rife replied, moving to the chair. Fenn and Hogshead took up station next to him with their rifles at port arms. “I also thank you for at least listening to the plan your manager and I came up with.” 
 
    “Manager?” the CO asked.  “Oh, Lieutenant Commander Hobbs.” He looked at Calvin and shook his head. “Yes, my manager is just full of plans.” He sat back down and waved to Calvin. “Please, continue with your presentation.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Calvin said with a nod. “Okay, so after we get our pilots back, we attach the three frigates to the Gulf, and we transit to the next system. This system just happens to include Weebercrowtan, the home world of the Weebers, which is owned by the Mineral Cartel. There are substantial mineral deposits on the planet, as well as in both of the system’s asteroid belts, which also makes it a great place to not only have a very large production facility, but also a massive space dock, which is where one of the Mineral Cartel’s shipyards are. 
 
    “Now, normally, all this galaxy’s ships are built by the Shipbuilding Cartel, but the Mineral Cartel got a waiver from the emperor to build a small ship repair facility. Note that I said “repair.” However, Zelph got his hands on a frigate that was about to go to the Shipbuilding Cartel to be used as scrap, which he disassembled and used as a guide for their replicators. He’s been building bigger and bigger replicators, and he now has one that’s big enough to build frigates. You’ll notice all the frigates we fought in this system were functionally the same. That’s because they were all constructed at Zelph’s replicator. He also got the plans for an even older model frigate and a relatively modern gunboat he’s building.”  
 
    “Let me guess,” the CO said with a frown. “The older frigate and the gunboats are the same models the pirates are using.”  
 
    “Correct, sir. They look just like them, because Zelph is building them with the replicator. Zelph also just completed a destroyer-sized replicator, which he hopes to use; he just needs the plans for a destroyer, and he’ll be able to start building himself a nice little space navy.” 
 
    “All this is true?” the CO asked, turning around to look at Rife. 
 
    “Yes, it is. Zelph plans the…uh…acquisition of several nearby systems that belong to other cartels. He thinks by ‘chasing off the pirates,’ he’ll be able to lay claim to them and add them to his portfolio. This will certainly increase his worth to the Cartel, perhaps enough for him to move to the Council of Principals.” 
 
    “Why did he want us to go fight the pirates so badly, then, if they’re his ships?” 
 
    “He was hoping to mass all the ones he had at the stargate and catch you by surprise so he could destroy you when you returned there.” 
 
    “Just when I thought I couldn’t like that little bastard any less,” the CO said, shaking his head, “Zelph finds a way to make me want to rethink my whole ‘don’t throw him out the airlock’ prohibition.” He set his shoulders. “But we’re still not going to do it. Continue with the plan.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Calvin said. “So, we carry the frigates into the system, then we drop them from the Vella Gulf. You’ll remember I mentioned there was a destroyer-sized replicator there? Guess what Lieutenant Bradford has in his bag of tricks?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CO’s Conference Room, TSS Vella Gulf, Jangeth System 
 
    “No,” the CO said, shaking his head. 
 
    Master Chief chuckled. “Oh, it gets better sir.” 
 
    “What?” Rife asked. “This isn’t something we discussed.” 
 
    The CO turned to look over his shoulder at Rife. “See? This is what I mean about Commander Hobbs and his plans. Just when you think you know what he’s going to do, everything changes and expands, and the next thing you know…” 
 
    “You have 76 miners onboard?” Rife asked. 
 
    “He told you?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain. That is the reason I kept my men on our ships. We do not get along with one of the races you have onboard very well. It would be difficult to maintain order if we were together.” 
 
    The CO chuckled as he turned back to Calvin. “Go ahead,” he said with a wave. “It appears we’re all on the same footing now, just waiting to see what you’ll come up with next.” 
 
    Calvin tried to look shameful, but didn’t quite pull it off. “It wasn’t my plan,” he finally said, “it was Administrator Rife’s. I just modified it slightly.” 
 
    “So you want to build a destroyer,” the CO noted. “Is that going to be your new command?” 
 
    “No, sir; I figured the XO would get it, along with some of the other officers from this ship. Administrator Torge—the former commanding officer of Ruby—will be his XO, and Administrator Rife will assume the duties of XO on the Gulf. We can split up our men and theirs to crew both vessels.” 
 
    “What about the miners? I thought they didn’t get along?” 
 
    “Well, there’s…a bit more to the plan. We’ll put them down on the planet after we secure the shipyard and the space station—” 
 
    “There’s a space station, too?” the CO asked. 
 
    “Well, yes, sir; there has to be to run all this. Anyway,” Calvin said, moving on quickly, “once we’ve captured all this, we put the miners on the planet and let them dig up some more of the ‘special metal’ we need to replicate more of the missiles at the shipyard while we’re there, to replace the ones we’re going to have to use to take it as well as the missiles we’ve used so far.” 
 
    “Special metal?” the CO asked, raising an eyebrow.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” Calvin said.  
 
    “He has discussed it with me,” Rife said. “Apparently, there is a special place on the planet we have not found where this metal can be mined. I do not know where it is, but he assures me the miners will be kept a long way from any of the Weeber cities, so there should not be any issues with maintaining order.” 
 
    The CO frowned. “Yes, I’m sure they’ll be a very long way from any of your people, and that it won’t be an issue.” He turned back to Calvin with a sigh. “So tell me why we need this grandiose plan, and how I can know going in that it’s going to work.” 
 
    “We need the plan because we’re going to need a base of operations, and this is our best opportunity so far. Let’s face it, sir; I think we’ve all kind of guessed that we’re where we’re supposed to be, but we may have missed on when. There are no massive advances in computers. Even though we knew the galaxy wouldn’t have lots of weapons, we at least expected them to have some. The bottom line is it looks like we struck out on both of the things we need. 
 
    “Now, it’s possible there are advances we haven’t seen yet, but they’re going to be with the head honcho of the galaxy—the emperor—or somewhere close to him. The problem is, this galaxy is so money-hungry that no one’s going to help us along the way. If we’re ever going to get there, we’re going to have to do things on our own and not be every petty proprietor’s errand boy or fix-it shop operator. I for one am getting tired of all this nickel and dime shit.” 
 
    Many heads nodded around the table. 
 
    “So, we need a base of operations. First, because we need a place where we can build up more of a fleet. At the moment, no one takes us seriously. We have one ship, and everyone assumes it’s a run-of-the-mill worthless piece of shit, not an awesome back-to-the-future warship that can kick everyone’s asses here.” 
 
    “Here! Here!” Solomon interjected. “Although you forgot ‘unique.’” 
 
    “Okay, a unique, awesome, back-to-the-future warship that can kick everyone’s asses here,” Calvin said with a smile. “In order to show the Gulf’s worth, we’ve had to kill people and break things. While we can do that really well, eventually someone’s going to get in a lucky shot and hurt us. Maybe badly enough that we can’t complete our mission or figure out a way back home.  
 
    “We can’t allow that to happen—our people need us to come home, or everything we love will be destroyed. I blame myself for being here, even if no one else does, and I will find a way home with what we need if it’s at all possible. We only have a limited force to start with, and we can’t afford to take losses. The way we avoid losses in combat is not to have any combat in the first place, and the way we do that is not to take shit from people to start with. 
 
    “So that’s one reason. The second, as I’ve already touched on, is we’re going to run out of missiles if we keep on going the way we are. A broadside here, a chase armament launch there…eventually we’re going to lose the technical advantage we have over everyone here and have to rely on just our grasers. Personally, I’d rather not do that—it reminds me too much of being the person who brought the knife to the gunfight. We need more missiles, and to get them, we need more of the Jinn metal. Hopefully there’ll be some Sila or someone on the anti-Weeber planet, but if not, we have miners with us who can get the job done. 
 
    “Third, we need allies. To this point, all we’ve done is piss off everyone we’ve come in contact with. About the only people we haven’t pissed off are the Weebers. Even though we shot up their ships, we did come and help rescue the survivors, which Administrator Rife says he appreciates.” 
 
    “I do,” said Rife, nodding. “I am also curious to learn more of this thing called freedom. When Commander Hobbs told us you were not part of a cartel, we thought you must all be pirates, as we had no concept for a planet or a people not being part of a cartel. The mineral cartel came to our planet six centuries ago; it is all we have ever known. We would like to see what it is like to be a self-determining society, or however you describe it.” 
 
    “I think what you’re looking for is self-governing,” the CO said. “The ability to decide, as a society, what you’re going to do.” 
 
    “Yes, that is it,” Rife said. “We want to be self-governing. It is an interesting concept, although hard to grasp when it goes against everything you have ever been taught.” 
 
    “The problem with freeing them from the Mineral Cartel, of course,” Calvin said, “is as soon as we leave, one of the Cartels will swoop in on them and try to take them over again. We’ll need to leave them with the ability to defend themselves.” 
 
    The CO nodded slowly. “While I agree with you, in principal, we’re going to have to have a discussion about this without Ambassador Rife or any of his people here. There are…issues… which have to be discussed about how much we change the fabric of society here.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Calvin said. “Understood. Still, we need the Weebers as allies, and we owe it to them to give them a chance after we leave.” 
 
    The CO nodded. “Concur.” 
 
    “Okay,” Calvin said. “Those are the big reasons for needing a base of operations in the Weeber system.” 
 
    “You have more?” 
 
    “I do. Want to hear them?” 
 
    “Nope. I’m sold. How are we going to do this?” 
 
    Calvin smiled at Rife. “Well, sir, as it turns out, we have friends in the system who kind of know the place… 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CO’s Conference Room, TSS Vella Gulf, Jangeth System 
 
    The CO motioned for Calvin to stay behind as everyone else walked out. Calvin nodded to Master Chief and then Administrator Rife, and Master Chief moved to take charge of the alien. Having taken care of that, Calvin joined the CO, who pointed to a chair next to him. “Have a seat,” the CO said. “I have two issues I want to discuss with you.” 
 
    Calvin smiled. “Yes, sir, I trust the Weebers.” 
 
    “Well, that’s indeed one of them, as everything relies on them, and we’re putting ourselves into their hands. What happens if they decide to throw us over for the Mineral Cartel?” 
 
    “I don’t think they will,” Calvin said. “Once they get a taste of freedom, they won’t want to give it up, and we’re their best chance of keeping it.” 
 
    “‘I don’t think’ is a long way from, ‘I’m sure,’” the CO said. “Everything we do from here on out is based on their support if we follow this plan of yours.” 
 
    “I know that, sir. Like I said, once they get—” 
 
    “Yes, the taste of freedom…I know,” the CO said, interrupting. “Still, I’m reminded of the jail that had an earthquake. Many of the cell doors sprang open, and the jail was a shambles, but none of the convicts left. They all stayed in their cells and waited for the jailers to come and reset the doors. Some, in fact, reset the doors themselves. Do you know why they did that?” 
 
    Calvin shook his head. 
 
    “They did it because they were all long-term inmates who’d each been there many years. While they knew freedom existed, they didn’t know how they’d adapt to it or where to start. It was easier just to stay with the status quo, as that was what they were familiar—and more comfortable—with. They knew what every day would bring, and that they would have three hot meals every day—something many of them didn’t have on the outside.” 
 
    “So you think the Weebers will throw off the ability to be free if given a chance to go back to cartel life?” 
 
    “I think freeing them will be an extremely chaos-inducing event. Many things will fail, and it’s possible that basic services will be disrupted. What if all the workers at the water treatment plants decide they don’t like the smell there and quit, and the supply of water is disrupted? There are many things along those lines that are possible if you just turn things open to ‘freedom,’ and there are always going to be those people who’ll take advantage of the chaos. Some people will be very appreciative of their new-found freedom, but for many of them, they’ll lose the stability of life they were accustomed to, and there’re going to be problems.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll make sure Rife and his folks have a plan in place for a transition period before we allow anything like that to happen.” 
 
    The CO smiled and nodded. “I’m not saying it isn’t the right thing for them in the long run, but in the short run—that is, the time we’re here and need them to do what we say—there may be some disruptions if we just allow them off the chain, as it were.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Calvin replied. “What was the second thing?” 
 
    “Regarding what we replicate in the next system, I take it you intend to introduce blueprints from our timeline—specifically the destroyer and how it’s armed. I also take it you want to have it built the same way as the Gulf, with jumping, Jinn Universe missiles.” 
 
    “Well, yes sir. To not do so would be to artificially limit ourselves.” 
 
    “That’s great and all, but once we do that, the Weebers are going to know those weapons exist, and even if we don’t explain them, they’re going to be curious about the tech. Hell, I was more than curious when it was used on me—I wanted it, too! They just lost three ships to those missiles. How do you think they’re feeling now?” 
 
    Calvin smiled ruefully. “Curious?” 
 
    The CO nodded. “And then some. Also, they’ll be on the bridge when we use them. They’re going to figure some things out, and we’re not going to be able to explain them away.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, I know. I planned all along to wipe the replicators’ memory banks when we left.” 
 
    “That isn’t the problem,” the CO said. “Even if you wipe the replicators, you can’t wipe the memories of everyone who’ll see the missiles in use. Once we’re gone, they’ll do everything they can to build similar weapons—oftentimes the greatest challenge to implementing something new is just to figure out what that thing is. If we show them, they’ll have a leg up on building it for themselves. There’s also the issue of where the strange metal the miners are digging comes from, and how we’re going to do all the transitions back and forth between the Jinn Universe. Someone is going to figure that out, too…or something will slip. We have to assume the word is going to get out about the existence of a parallel universe. And if the anti-planet is already populated, that alone will complicate things greatly.” 
 
    Calvin nodded. “Yes, sir; I think that’s a fair assessment.” 
 
    “So what’s the problem?” the CO asked. Calvin nodded. “The problem is I’m not sure what damage we’re doing by altering all these things. Introducing new technology. Giving the Weebers the concepts of self-determination. We’re altering the fabric of society in the galaxy.” 
 
    “It’s possible, sir, but I’ve talked to the scientists about this, and I don’t think it’s an issue. I’m of the belief that the timeline has a self-correcting feature—nothing we do here will change history, as something will happen to wipe out any changes we make. Heck, for all we know, our timeline exists the way it does because of what we’re doing here, right now. Maybe all this is a self-fulfilling prophecy—everything we do now is what’s required to bring about the events in our life we’ve already experienced.” 
 
    “What if we were to find Earth and leave our society a message? Specifically, ‘Don’t take quests from ancient civilizations and throw away everything they give you?” 
 
    Calvin chuckled. “As much as I’d like to try that—and am happy to leave that message on Earth, should we find it—the self-correcting theory states that something will happen to that message. The tube it’s in will corrode, and the message will get lost. A flood will take it to the bottom of the ocean, where it’s lost forever. Who knows? No matter what we do, something will happen to the message, or it won’t be received in time, no matter what we do.” 
 
    “You’re sure about that?” 
 
    “Sir, I’m not sure of very much anymore, but I firmly believe that to be true, or I’d be recommending keeping as low a profile as possible. Even if we did that, though, we’d still be altering things, and since we are…” 
 
    “In for a penny, in for a pound?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Since we’ve already interfered in the timeline and nothing happened—at least nothing we know of—I think we just have to conduct business as usual and let everything play out as it will. To do anything else—” 
 
    “Will just inhibit our abilities and decrease our overall chances of success,” the CO finished. “Got it.” He sighed. “Okay, I’m in. I’m not sure I believe the whole ‘self-correcting’ feature of the timeline, but I don’t have anything else to go on, so we’ll just continue forward as briefed and hope we don’t kill our parents or something.” 
 
    “Yes, sir; I’ll certainly try not to.” 
 
    “Fine. That’s decided then,” the CO said. “Let’s go get our people back.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Jangeth System 
 
    “Proprietor, you have my people,” the CO said, looking the proprietor in the eye on the view screen, “and you’ve used them as hostages, but I’m a believer in second chances. Because of this, I’m going to let you have a chance to give them back to me. If they’re on a shuttle in 10 minutes, I won’t destroy your station or harm you or any of your people. If, however, you decide to try and play games with me, you will lose that offer, and it will not be reinstated. 
 
    “So, what’s it going to be? Are you going to send my people back, or are we going to have to come and get them from you?” 
 
    “Your attachment to your people is pathetic, actually, for someone in your position. They are just minions, after all, and you are the proprietor of a ship with so much capability…so much potential. You and I could go far in this galaxy if we formed a partnership…maybe even depose the emperor. What do you say?” 
 
    “I say you have nine minutes remaining to have my people on a shuttle. You also haven’t given me an answer. What’s it going to be? “ 
 
    “I am afraid I am going to have to decline your offer, generous though it may be. As soon as I were to let them go, I am sure you would go back on your word and either destroy the facility or kill me. Both of those are unacceptable. I am going places in this galaxy. You can either join up with me, or you will be crushed by me in the end.” 
 
    “I’m not sure where you get all this bravado,” the CO said. “It’s not like you have the ability to call for more ships. Administrator Rife tells me the next ship out of the replicator is another frigate, and we’ve already shown we can take on three of them. One ship alone? It doesn’t have a chance, as you well know. 
 
    “I also know you’ve sent for additional forces, but there’s no way they’ll arrive in time to save you. That’s eight minutes from now, in case you weren’t keeping up.” 
 
    “If you try to land on my station, I will kill all your people,” the proprietor said, a tinge of desperation now in his voice. “Do not think I won’t.” 
 
    “I’m sure you would,” the CO said. “You have a tremendous disregard for living beings that I find reprehensible. That’s why I’m not going to give you any false threats. If my people have to come down there to get my people back, they’ll kill anyone they encounter who tries to stop them. Including you.” 
 
    “You would not dare!” the proprietor screamed. “The Mineral Cartel will send all its ships after you, and they will destroy you!” 
 
    “They’ll try, I suppose, but in the end, they’ll end up like the frigates attached to my ship—useless hulks that aren’t good for anything more than recycling.” 
 
    The proprietor reached off camera and pulled Lieutenant Commander Brighton toward him with one of his upper hands. Both of his lower hands wrapped around her waist, while the upper hand moved to hold her chin in place. His other hand appeared holding a laser pistol, which he put to her forehead. “If you attack me, your squadron’s executive officer will be the first to go.” 
 
    The CO pushed a button, temporarily halting the communication, then looked over to where Calvin could be seen on a different screen. “He’s stalling, and he’s not going to give them back. Ever.” 
 
    Calvin nodded. “I was thinking the same thing.” 
 
    “Go and get our people,” the CO ordered, “and bring them home safely.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Cockpit, Shuttle 01, Jangeth System 
 
    “You heard the man,” Calvin said. “Take us in.” The space station glittered in front of the stealthed shuttle, which had been in place for 30 minutes. No one had believed the proprietor would play fair, or even see that what they asked was in his best interest—the proprietor believed no one was trustworthy, so therefore, he was equally untrustworthy.  
 
    “You got it,” replied the shuttle’s pilot, Lieutenant Miguel ‘Ghost’ Carvalho. “Stand by to disembark. Three minutes to the first drop.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Calvin said. “We’ll be ready.” He walked to the back of the shuttle, where the Space Force waited. Several were making last minute checks, but most were resting. They’d been on far too many missions where the timeline changed, and all believed in being as well-rested as possible.  
 
    “We’re a ‘go,’” Calvin said, flashing the lights to get everyone’s attention. Those who’d been sleeping were instantly awake. “Shoot to kill,” he added when he saw everyone’s eyes were upon him. “Two minutes. Ramp coming down.” He punched the button and the back ramp lowered.  
 
    Within a few seconds, the space station came into view below them. “We’re over the first set of markers,” Ghost said over the shuttle’s PA as the ship flew through the inside of the station’s ring. By coming from the inside of the ring, the troops would be coming through the “ceiling” as the people inside the station would see it. 
 
    “Second Fire Team, that’s our cue,” Night said. He stepped off the ramp and started drifting toward the space station’s ring. The rest of the fire team followed him out in a tight string. They’d get to the station and find an entry portal, then they’d wait for Calvin’s team to get into place. Three of the aviators’ implants showed they were close by on the inside of the station. 
 
    “Thirty seconds to the second target,” Ghost advised.  
 
    “Got it,” Calvin said. The second target was Lights’ implant. As she was with the proprietor, Fire Team One—with its two cyborgs—was assigned to it, as there were likely to be more defenders there.  
 
    Calvin stepped off the ramp at the end of the string, was captured by the station’s gravity field, and slowly drifted down to the station. He could have used his jets to go faster, but the descent gave him time to look at the station. The first person—Master Chief, no doubt—touched down and immediately headed toward a flashing yellow light. According to Administrator Rife, the light indicated where the cargo airlocks were. Calvin goosed his jets a little to move in that direction. 
 
    The fire team gathered at the airlock and went inside. When he got the thumbs up from everyone, he clicked his comm twice, which was the “go” signal, and received two clicks back—Night had heard him, and they were ready, too. They had discussed a breaching entry—complete with an explosive decompression of parts of the station—but had decided they’d be just as likely to injure or kill their own people as the security forces. 
 
    Master Chief pressed the button, the door closed, and air began rushing into the airlock. The door opened, and the team raced out, weapons at the ready. They’d only gone about 50 feet when lights began flashing. 
 
    “Intruder alert! Intruder alert!” a synthetic voice called. “Intruders in Section Five Alpha Seven.” 
 
    “That’s us,” Night commed. “We walked right out into a security patrol.” 
 
    “Do what you can!” Calvin commed back. “Let’s go!” he yelled to his team. “The other team ran into a security team; we’ve got to hurry and get to Lieutenant Commander Brighton.” 
 
    Dantone led them down the passageway, with Weinert in the rear. A couple of security people fired at Dantone, lasing off pieces of his proto-flesh, but he never slowed. He fired as he ran past them; they were all dead by the time Calvin passed. 
 
    Dantone stopped after about a two-minute run. “My system says she’s behind this door,” he said, dragging the bodies of the security force personnel he’d shot out of the way.  
 
    “Got it,” Hogshead said, pulling out a roll of advanced breaching cord. He moved about five feet to the left of the door and outlined a door of his own with the cord. It stuck to the walls where he placed it, and everyone moved away while watching for security force personnel. Dantone took one end of the formation and Weinert the other, and the bodies began to pile up. 
 
    “Fire in the hole!” Hogshead called. Two seconds later the cord detonated, blasting inward. 
 
    Although the cord cut through the bulkhead, the section stayed in place…until Dantone and Weinert peeled around from their positions and hit the wall together, knocking it into the room. 
 
    The security forces were just picking themselves up from the floor after the blast, and most were stunned and easily dealt with, except for the proprietor, who was on the other side of the room and quickly grabbed Lights and put the gun to her head. 
 
    “I figured you’d try something,” the proprietor said. “You can either let me out of here, or I’ll kill her.” 
 
    Calvin holstered his pistol. “Let her go, Zelph. If you shoot her, you’ll be dead a half second later. This is your last chance. If you let her go, we won’t kill you.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you!” Zelph exclaimed. 
 
    “Do you have the shot?” Calvin asked the cyborgs. 
 
    “We do,” Dantone answered for the pair. 
 
    “Take it.” 
 
    “Synching systems. Done. Two…one…” Both cyborgs fired as one, and the proprietor dropped away from Lights with a hole through the center of his forehead.  
 
    Calvin ran over, drawing his pistol on the way, but holstered it again when he got to the proprietor and saw he was dead. “Good riddance,” he said. He looked down again and turned to the cyborgs. “Did one of you miss? Or are you both so good that you shot into the same hole?” 
 
    “Look at his trigger finger,” Dantone said. 
 
    Calvin looked down to find it lying on the floor where he’d been standing, not where he’d fallen. “What the…” 
 
    “It’s something we’ve been working on for hostage rescue,” Dantone explained. “I shoot off the trigger finger, while Weinert kills the hostage taker. I’d call that an operational success.” 
 
    Calvin nodded. “Me, too.” He turned to Lights. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. A little roughed up, but nothing a bottle of wine and a chair by the beach wouldn’t fix.” She smiled. “Got either of those?” 
 
    “Not on me,” Calvin said. “Sorry.” 
 
    “We’re all set here,” Night commed. “Three hostages recovered. Lots of bad guys dead.” 
 
    “Same here,” Calvin said. “Let’s go home.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Jangeth System 
 
    “Stealth on?” 
 
    “Stealth is on, sir,” the duty engineer replied. 
 
    “Ahead slow,” the CO said. 
 
    “Ahead slow, aye,” the helmsman said. Within seconds, the ship jumped. 
 
    “Established in the Margath System,” Steropes noted. “Do you want drones?” 
 
    “No,” the CO said. “We’ll continue using only passive means.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Steropes said. “I don’t show anything emitting close to us. If there are any defensive platforms around—” 
 
    “There aren’t,” Administrator Rife said. 
 
    “—they may be silent,” Steropes finished, “but I don’t see them.” 
 
    “I’ve got contact farther out,” the OSO said. “I can see two sources; looks like the shipyard and the space station orbiting the second planet from the star.” 
 
    “As I said there would be,” Rife noted. 
 
    “There’s also activity on the planet,” the DSO said.  
 
    “Also as—” 
 
    “That’s enough, Rife,” the CO said. “We have procedures, and my people will follow them. Please keep your comments to yourself, unless you have something important to add.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain Sheppard,” Rife said. “It was difficult to leave my people and ships behind, and I would like to get this accomplished as quickly as possible.” 
 
    Captain Sheppard nodded. While he hadn’t wanted to leave the frigate hulks in the last system, he couldn’t have maintained stealth with the three hulks attached to the Vella Gulf, so he’d decided to leave them in the Jangeth System and then return to get them after the Margath System had been pacified.  
 
    “We’ll go back and pick them up as soon as we possibly can,” the CO said. “However, while I think I can trust you, I don’t know that yet for certain, and there’s no telling what’s changed in the time since you left the system.” 
 
    “My squadron of frigates was the only ships stationed here for the defense of the system and the shipyard. There shouldn’t be any other ships here.” 
 
    “But it won’t hurt to make sure before we go in there.” 
 
    “As I was saying,” the DSO said, “there’s activity on the second planet. There appear to be a number of large cities scattered about. Light patterns show it’s extensively inhabited.” 
 
    “Looks like an almost-finished frigate poking out of the smaller replicator,” the OSO noted. “There’s a second, larger replicator, but nothing can be seen in it.” 
 
    “Wow,” Ensign Summers said from the science station. 
 
    “Wow, Miss Summers?” the CO asked. “Could you expand on that a little, please?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I was looking at the planet, and if you wanted a copy of Earth, this planet would be a good one—the planet is almost an exact replica. It’s about 70 percent water, the diameter is within a few hundred miles of Earth’s, gravity and axial tilt are all about the same…even the length of the day and year are all fairly similar.” 
 
    “Wow, indeed,” the CO said. He smiled. “Let’s take a closer look. Full speed ahead toward planetary orbit. Stand by to launch the shuttles.” He turned and looked at the administrator. “Good luck.” 
 
    “Thank you.” The administrator turned and left, followed by Calvin, who nodded to the CO as he passed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Docking Collar, Shuttle 01, Mineral Cartel Station #472, Margath System 
 
    “Hold it there,” Lieutenant Thomas ‘Mays’ Yilmaz said to the pilot. He looked up from where he was manipulating the collar. “Turns out a universal docking collar is only universal in our time. They have a different collar here, and ours doesn’t mate with it. I’m deploying the auxiliary.” 
 
    “Hurry,” Administrator Rife said, while Calvin simply nodded. “We’re visible now and anyone can see us.” 
 
    “No shit, sir,” muttered Mays who, as the shuttle’s NFO, had been the person to turn off the stealth as they drew alongside the station. “Going as fast as this stupid system will allow.” 
 
    The tube crept across the distance, driven by the smaller auxiliary motor. After what seemed like an eternity, the tube made contact with the skin of the station, and nanites in the ring molecularly bonded to it, creating a perfect seal. 
 
    “Good seal and pressurization,” Mays said, opening the shuttle door. “It’s all yours. Have fun storming the castle!” 
 
    Calvin shook his head as he followed Rife through the small passage, stopping as the Weeber reached the panel next to the station’s airlock. He input a code and the exterior door opened. After a moment, the system sensed the presence of pressure on the outside and the interior door opened as well. Rife turned to look at Calvin, who waved him forward.  
 
    “Go ahead, sir,” Calvin said. “It’s better if you lead the way. Don’t worry if you don’t see us; we’ll be right with you the whole way.” 
 
    Rife turned and walked through the airlock, orienting himself correctly as gravity returned passing through the airlock.  
 
    “Go dark,” Calvin commed. He flipped a mental switch and the suit went into stealth mode, where receivers on one side of the suit communicated with projectors on the other side of the suit. If someone wearing a suit was still, the image presented looked like what was on the other side of the suit, making them “invisible.” The faster they moved, the less effective the image, and the easier they were to see due to a shimmering effect.  
 
    Due to laser links between the suits, Calvin and his troops were able to see each other as the systems built ghost images in their heads-up display.  
 
    Rife stepped into the ship, then looked back at Calvin for confirmation. He jumped backward when he found the squad had vanished. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Calvin said, disabling the system for a couple of seconds. “I’m right here.” The stealth came back on, and Rife walked forward to touch him with a talon. 
 
    “Interesting,” the alien said. “I can just see you at the edges because I know where to look. If I did not, I would never have known you were there.” 
 
    Calvin chuckled. “That’s the point.” When Rife continued staring, he added, “If you’d like to lead on, we’re under somewhat of a time crunch.” 
 
    “Oh!” Rife exclaimed, jumping slightly. “Yes. Let us go.” He turned and walked out the airlock alcove and into the station’s main passage.  
 
    Rife would have made a good actor, Calvin saw; he was calm and imperious as he strolled along the main passageway. He didn’t get out of people’s way—they got out of his. Or perhaps that’s how he normally walks in the station. Calvin shook his head. As little as the higher-ups valued their minions, that was certainly possible. He would’ve expected as much from Zelph and Yorch. 
 
    The station wasn’t as cosmopolitan as the other stations Calvin had been aboard since they’d gone back in time. Where the others had had a number of alien races represented, this one was primarily staffed by Weebers and the four-armed race known as the Disants, with a few others represented here and there. 
 
    “Hey, Rife!” a Weeber said, stopping in front of the alien. “I did not know you were back. How did the mission go? I knew whatever ship was in the next system would not be able to stand up to your squadron.” 
 
    “It went well, Exter, and I learned some new things, which I will talk to you about over a drink later. Now, though, I have to go report in to the proprietor. You know he does not like to be kept waiting.” 
 
    “That’s for sure,” Exter replied. Calvin had his receivers turned up and was able to hear the alien say softly, “The bastard.” Louder, he added. “He is in his office. I just came from there after getting my ass chewed.” 
 
    Rife chuckled. “Sorry about that, and thanks,” he said. “Talk to you soon.” Rife continued up the passageway and stopped in front of an ornate door. He took a deep breath, obviously steeling himself for the confrontation. 
 
    Calvin patted him on the shoulder. “We’re right behind you.” 
 
    “And that’s not creepy at all,” Rife muttered. He opened the door and walked into a small outer office where a four-armed Disant behind a tiny desk was inputting data into a computer. “Is the proprietor in?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” replied the person at the desk, “but he is busy. You will have to come back.” 
 
    “Oh, I think he will see me now.” 
 
    “Wait!” the man at the desk said. “He is—” His voice cut off when Corporal ‘Bob’ Bobellisssissolliss de-stealthed in front of his desk. The sudden appearance of the mini-dinosaur—complete with big, sharp teeth—was more than the alien could take, and he collapsed back into his chair, pointing at the trooper. His mouth moved, but no words came out. 
 
    Rife laughed once. “Yeah, they had that effect on me, too, the first time I was close to one.” He opened the door into the back office and strode in. 
 
    “Rife!” the proprietor said, rising behind his desk. Another Disant, he was bigger than any of the others Calvin had seen. “What the hell are you doing just walking into my office unannounced? I am busy and am not to be interrupted. Besides! I did not even know you were back.” 
 
    “As you can see, though, I am back.” 
 
    “Well, get the hell out of my office and schedule a meeting with me to tell me about it like a normal person. You do not just walk into my office! I ought to have you—” He stopped talking as Rife dropped into a chair unbidden, and the affront caused his voice to lock up. 
 
    “Well, you see, Karch, things have changed, and yes, I do. I am here to tell you that your time here has ended, and it is time for you to go.” 
 
    “Ha! You think you can just walk in here and remove me?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “You and what army?” 
 
    “This one.” Calvin and the other three members of the squad in the office de-stealthed, and the proprietor fell back into his chair, stunned.  
 
    “How…how is this possible?” 
 
    “As it turns out, I was not victorious in the Jangeth System; the Terrans—these people—were. They destroyed my ships, but then saved as much of my crew and the crews of the other ships as they could. They have some interesting ideas about personal freedom and how things should be run. It is fascinating that none of those methods involve cartels.” 
 
    “They can do things however they want wherever they come from, but that is not the way things are run here. I am in charge here, and that is the way it is. I do not negotiate with people below me.” 
 
    “You don’t, eh?” Calvin asked, speaking for the first time. “Well, I don’t consider myself below you, so welcome to our negotiation.” He smiled. “Well, it isn’t really much of a negotiation, I’m sorry to say, as much as it is me telling you how it’s going to be, and you doing what I tell you. Assuming you want to live, anyway, which I assume you do?” 
 
    The proprietor nodded.  
 
    “Good, then we’ll get along just fine,” Calvin continued. “I have plenty of people scattered throughout the facility, ready to pop out—just like we did—whenever it’s necessary. Like Administrator Rife just said, though, we’re different, and I don’t particularly like killing people. I want to be very clear up front, though; I’ll do it if you don’t do as you’re told. Don’t mistake my distaste for killing as a sign of weakness; I’ll kill you if you force my hand. I won’t like it, but that won’t stop me or slow me down in the slightest.”  
 
    Calvin smiled. “And plenty of my men would be happy to kill you just because I’m sure you’re a jackass and you’ve done lots of horrible things to the people underneath you.” 
 
    “What is it you want?” the proprietor asked in a voice that sounded like he was being strangled. 
 
    “I want you to call all the security forces here so we can disarm them and take them into custody. That would be far more preferable than having to go through the station shooting them. It’d be a lot easier on the facility’s cleaning systems, too.” 
 
    “You win…for now,” the proprietor said, “but make no mistake, you have angered the Mineral Cartel, and there will be a reckoning.” 
 
    “Don’t you just love it when people talk like they’re the voice of a big corporation?” Master Chief asked. “You’ve angered me, so the entire company hates you.” He laughed. “If there’s one thing I can tell you based on everything I’ve seen so far, it’s that no one besides yourself really gives a shit about your feelings here. Whoever your bosses are would cheerfully sell you down the river if Commander Hobbs gave them a sweet deal to do so.” 
 
    Master Chief shrugged. “So go ahead and make your threats. Do whatever you think you can. Just know we’re aware they’re just as hollow as your morals, and I’m personally waiting to shoot you if you get even a tiny bit out of line. Am I clear?” 
 
    “Yes,” the proprietor said. 
 
    “Calvin, Night. The shipyard is ours. No casualties. The administrator objected to our change of ownership, and he’s been confined. We’ll be sending him back to the Gulf shortly.” 
 
    “Great,” Calvin replied. “We’re done here, too.” He smiled at Rife. “The shipyard’s ours, too. They’re taking the administrator back to the Gulf.” 
 
    “What are you going to do with him?” Rife asked, nodding to the proprietor. 
 
    “There must be some sort of jail facility we can hold him in here, isn’t there?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “Depends on how much trouble you want him to stir up, I guess. There will be people here who will continue to follow him and do what he says, hoping to receive favors from him if he is able to return to power.” 
 
    “Then I guess we take him back to the Gulf and throw him in the brig. We can put him off in the Jangeth System when we go back to get your ships.” 
 
    “That would be better.” 
 
    “Who do you think is going to run this system in my absence?” the proprietor asked. He looked at Rife. “You? You think you can do a better job?” 
 
    “Yes,” Rife said, standing up. “I think I can.” He turned to Calvin. “If you would remove him, I will begin doing so.” 
 
    Calvin nodded. “Master Chief, do you think you can spare a couple of people to take him back to the Gulf?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact,” Master Chief said with a wink, “I think I can.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CO’s Conference Room, TSS Vella Gulf, Margath System 
 
    “Okay, Calvin, we’ve now taken over the Margath System for you,” the CO pronounced. “Now what? Should we change the name of it to Calvinia? Hero-topia?” 
 
    Calvin winced at the podium where he was conducting the briefing and could feel his neck and face getting hot. “No, sir, none of that’s necessary, but capturing the system was necessary to go forward from here.” 
 
    “So what’s the plan?” 
 
    “As previously discussed, we move forward on all fronts…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Cargo Bay, Shuttle 02, Margath System 
 
    “How long will it take to get where we are going?” asked the new leader of the miners, whose name was Sissel. The lizard’s tongue flicked in and out a couple of times. “I am not a fan of space travel.” 
 
    Calvin was just about to answer the alien when everything flashed, and he nodded. “It won’t be long now,” he said. “They always flash the lights like that when we’re getting ready to land.” 
 
    “That was the lights?” the alien asked. “It seemed like everything flashed.” 
 
    “Yes, it was,” Calvin said. “Perhaps our lights are different from yours.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    Although a few of the Weebers had been told about the original origin of the Terrans, the miners hadn’t been. As far as they knew, the Terrans were from another planet on some far arm of the galaxy. They didn’t care much, as they’d been told they’d be allowed to continue what they’d been doing—mining—and their families would be allowed to do whatever they’d been doing in their previous town, as well.  
 
    Because 76 people wasn’t enough to run a town, Calvin had promised they’d ultimately allow friends, relatives, and tradesmen to emigrate to the new town—once a transportation system had been set up—and that the town would be run by them, free from cartel influence.  
 
    Like the Weebers, Calvin had then had to explain what “free from cartel influence” actually meant, and what would be expected of them in their new positions. The miners all thought being paid based on what they produced was a novel idea and were interested to try out the whole concept of a “free market economy.” They were especially excited to find out that their contact with the Weebers would be limited, as several of the races—including Sissel’s—had longstanding feuds with them. 
 
    The shuttle came in, flared, and touched down. “Clear on the ramp,” the pilot called over the PA. 
 
    Calvin stood and pushed the ramp button, and it descended to reveal a set of pre-fab buildings close to a rocky cliff. The buildings—and everything else required to run a town—had been replicated in the shipyard’s smaller replicator in a day-long operation, and then transported to the site by Calvin’s aviators, and set up by his troops. 
 
    “This is…impressive,” Sissel said. “How much do we owe for this? Who do we pay?” 
 
    “We’ll take a percentage—a small one—of a certain metal that’s available here. It’s a new metal none of your people have ever seen before, which our science people will brief you on.” 
 
    Sissel scoffed. “I have miners with decades of experience in a wide variety of planetary and asteroidal mining operations. I doubt there is anything at least some of us have not seen.” 
 
    “I think we may surprise you,” Calvin said. “One other thing about this place is that copper, silver, and gold don’t exist here.” 
 
    “What? That is crazy. How can they not exist here? That does not make any sense.” 
 
    “I don’t know; perhaps there’s something in the air. If you can figure it out, we’d love for you to tell us why that is.” 
 
    Sissel nodded and walked over to where a large group of aliens was standing around. “Let’s go!” he hissed. He didn’t have the physical makeup to shout, but his hissing carried an awful lot of menace. He would make a good foreman. “The sooner we get our bills paid off, the sooner we start working for ourselves!”  
 
    Calvin smiled. Sissel will do just fine here.  
 
    He began sending out groups to organize the mining gear piled around, while others were sent to start surveying the cliffside, and still others to set up the automated processing facility, which had also been replicated for them. Ensign Summers had already prepared a detailed summary of the best places to start digging, so it shouldn’t take them long to begin producing the metal needed for jumping between the universes.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Replicator One, Shipyard, Margath System 
 
    “That’s the last of them,” the shipyard foreman said as the bow of the frigate moved inexorably into the jaws of the replicator to be disassembled into its component materials. The Weeber—elevated to the position of foreman when his Disant boss had been removed—shook his head. “Just seems like such a waste, sir. Three good frigates, all just built…I am sure we could have replicated the engineering sections onto the sterns where they got cut off.” 
 
    He shook his head again as Calvin watched the tip of the bow disappear. “Damnedest thing I have ever seen, too, the damage to those ships. How did you say it happened again? Missiles? I have never seen missiles that cut that cleanly without destroying anything nearby. Lasers, sure, but that was not like any laser strikes I have ever seen. The damage was all spherical, as if someone had just scooped out a big ball…of everything the ship used to have.” 
 
    He looked at Calvin, who only smiled. “I didn’t say what type of weapons those were, but we’ll end up making some of them here once we get all the materials. We’ll need a bunch of them…but they’ll have to be specially made. Some of the pieces will come…pre-assembled from where the metal is mined.” 
 
    “That is another thing,” the foreman said. “It is strange not to know where our supplier is. What if we need more of the components while you are gone?” 
 
    “You won’t,” Calvin said, “because you won’t be building any of our tech while we’re gone.” 
 
    “We won’t?” The man sounded like a small child who’d just been told he wouldn’t be going home with the puppy he’d been playing with at the pet store. “A few of those destroyers like the one coming out of Replicator Two would sure give us the ability to protect ourselves while you are away…” 
 
    “I’m sure they would,” Calvin said with a smile, “however, that’s not going to happen. You can build a few more of your frigates, and we’ll be leaving an improved frigate here under the command of our ops officer. That should suffice for protection until we can get back. I also have a secret project for you while we’re gone.” 
 
    “A secret?” the Weeber asked. In a split second, his sadness evaporated and turned into the joy of a Christmas morning. “What kind of a secret?” 
 
    “It’s going to be the gift that keeps on giving,” Calvin said. “C’mon over to the production queue, and let me show you what I’ve added, and what I want you to do.” 
 
    The alien walked to the main input controller with a bounce in his stride Calvin hadn’t seen since he’d been put in charge of the facility. While the Weeber was tremendously excited about being in charge, the responsibility for making the things necessary to defend the system had hit him hard, seemingly stripping him of the ability to think coherently. It was only after Calvin had walked him through the process of determining and evaluating the system’s needs—and set up the first several items in the queue—that some of the spring had come back into his step. 
 
    The Weeber’s eyes went down the list, and he smiled when he began recognizing some of the items. “Is that…” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Calvin said. 
 
    “And with that label?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what you think it is.” 
 
    “Oh, my….” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Command Bridge, Terra’s Hope, Margath System 
 
    Calvin lifted the cover, pushed the button, and the computer’s lights flashed as it booted up for the first time.  
 
    “You look like you’ve done that before,” Administrator Rife said. 
 
    Calvin smiled. “I have, but it was a long time ago, in a galaxy far, far away…” 
 
    “What?” Rife asked. “I thought you were from the future.” 
 
    “We are…I mean, I am.” He sighed. “That was a quote from a movie that may happen in a few thousand years. If we’re lucky and good.” 
 
    “What is a movie?” 
 
    “I’ll explain it some time,” Calvin said as the lights on the display board all went green. 
 
    “Ready for activation,” the destroyer’s AI said. “A quick scan of my systems shows all systems appear functional, although there are a number of systems that require modification to be brought to peak performance, or upgrades to be brought in line with current technology.” 
 
    “I wonder what its idea of ‘current’ technology is?” Master Chief muttered. Calvin frowned at him over his shoulder, and he didn’t go any further with the comment. 
 
    “That’s to be expected,” Calvin said. “You’ve just completed the replication process.” 
 
    “So I can expect a period in the yards for upgrade and final adjustments?” the AI asked. 
 
    “Unfortunately, no,” Captain Clayton replied. “Due to operational commitments, we’re going to have to put you into service immediately.” 
 
    “Standing by for activation.”  
 
    Calvin called up the sequence on his implants and read, “Activation sequence Destroyer 6336 CKP1 9943 TBNO.” 
 
    “I am activated,” the AI reported. “What am I to be called?” 
 
    Calvin looked at Captain Clayton, who nodded for him to continue, “The ship is to be called, ‘Terra’s Hope.’” 
 
    “Query,” the AI said. “While I understand the concept of hope, there is nothing in my memory of Terra. Is Terra a person, place, or thing?” 
 
    “It’s a nation,” Calvin said, “or what will be a nation if we do our jobs well and complete our mission. The nation is named Terra, and you’re to serve in a detached fleet on a secret mission.” 
 
    “If the mission is secret, should my name not be something that does not give away the fact that I serve Terra?” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Calvin said. “No one here knows Terra, and the simple fact that you exist will bring hope to all Terrans here, as well as our allies. Your crew will fill you in on all the details; it’s a long story. The person standing next to me, Captain Russ Clayton, is your new captain.” 
 
    “I am ready to serve,” said the AI.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Command Bridge, Weeber’s Own, Margath System 
 
    Calvin started to push the button, then stepped away and offered the honor to his operations officer, Commander—now Captain—Dan Dacy. “Just push here,” Calvin said. 
 
    Dacy shook his head as the lights began flashing. “That’s all it takes to turn on a starship?” 
 
    “In this case, yes,” Calvin said. “Some of the things need a manual start, but once everything’s running, the AI is able to handle pretty much everything.” 
 
    They watched the lights flashing—it was fairly mesmerizing—as more and more turned green. “Ready for activation,” the frigate’s AI finally said, “although I see a number of my systems are not complete yet. Will there be upgrades to these systems?” 
 
    Dacy looked at Calvin and made an “I don’t know” gesture. 
 
    “Yes,” Calvin said. “There are new systems that’ll be installed with improved capabilities. We didn’t want to put in the outdated ones and immediately have to rip them out again.” 
 
    “I approve of the efficiency,” the AI said. “Standing by for activation.”  
 
    Calvin called up the sequence on his implants and read, “Activation sequence Frigate 1993 RTOS 5489 JWTS.” 
 
    “I am activated,” the AI reported. “What am I to be called?” 
 
    “The ship is to be called, ‘Weeber’s Own.’” 
 
    “There is nothing in my memory of a Weeber. Is that a person, place, or thing?” 
 
    “It’s a race,” Calvin said. “Everything will be explained to you, but your first priority will be to defend this system. You’re the first of a class that’ll help bring new, unparalleled levels of success to this system. Captain Dan Dacy, the person standing next to me, will be your new captain.” 
 
    “I am ready to serve,” said the AI. 
 
    Calvin smiled at the other person in the command center. “Well, Captain, you now have a fleet of three ships under your command, with a fourth due out in a couple of days. Is it time to start calling you ‘admiral?’” 
 
    “Is this your payback for all of the ‘Hero’ comments?” Captain Sheppard asked. 
 
    “Not so far as I’d ever tell,” Calvin said with a wink. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Passageway, TSS Vella Gulf, Margath System 
 
    Calvin looked up to see Administrator Rife coming toward him down the passageway. Even before he noticed the administrator’s head hanging, he saw the Weeber’s gait was abnormal—where normally the avian-jointed aliens had something of a ‘bounce’ in their step, his gait was slow and plodding. 
 
    “Hi, Administrator!” Calvin said cheerfully. 
 
    The Weeber looked up, startled. “Oh, hello, Calvin,” he said. “I am sorry, I did not see you there. I have a lot on my mind.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like…I am very confused about some of the concepts you told me about. Take this concept of ‘freedom,’ for example. I do not see how it is supposed to work in an efficient society.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “I mean, I do not think most people in my society like freedom. And the ones who do are taking advantage of others. There will be rioting in the streets soon, and I am worried that basic governmental services will either be shut down or destroyed by mobs. It is not working out like you promised!” 
 
    “I never promised anything,” Calvin said. “I only told you how our society worked.” 
 
    “But this freedom thing does not work at all. And then you have the people who think you will leave us to the mercy of the Mineral Cartel, and they will kill many of us as punishment for going along with you. If I cannot figure out something to do about it, and soon, I am going to have to take away all of everyone’s rights again and rule over them with an iron rod.” 
 
    “My CO was worried this might happen,” Calvin said. “While there are always going to be nay-sayers and people who want to keep the status quo, I think your biggest problem is the people don’t understand what freedom is or how to use it. If we only had a PR team to…” 
 
    “To do what?” Rife asked. “Tell everyone about it? That does not seem to be working very well. People take the signs down as quickly as we can put them up.” 
 
    “As it turns out,” Calvin said, “I think I can help with that. We do have a public relations team…or something like one.” He made a couple of quick calls. “Let’s go down to my ready room. I think I can help you.” 
 
    They walked quickly to the squadron’s ready room, and Calvin held the door for Rife. He started to walk in, but then jumped back in surprise. “What are they?” he asked. 
 
    Calvin looked in the door. “They’re who we’re meeting with,” he said, seeing the five maroon reptilians. He smiled as he approached them, and they stopped what they were doing and came to a modified position of attention. Each of the bipedal lizards were about five feet tall, and they were all armed with knives, laser pistols, and extremely wicked-looking claws.  
 
    Calvin smiled. “These are my…umm…foster children. This is Reyl and Syrusss, the big one is Karver, the smaller one is Paxton, and the one who looks like she’d rather eat you than talk to you is Burkuri, their sister and leader.” 
 
    “Will she?” Rife asked. Calvin looked over and could see Rife was unable to look away from Burkuri. “Will she eat me, that is?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” Burkuri said. “Does he taste good, Father?” 
 
    “No,” Calvin replied. “Administrator Rife is a Weeber, and they’re known throughout this galaxy as being one of the worst tasting aliens in existence.” 
 
    “Oh,” Burkuri replied. “Pity.” She turned back to Rife. “No, I won’t eat you. Father says you taste bad.” 
 
    “Okay, kids, I have a mission for you…something that’ll use your talents and the skills you trained for to the utmost extent.” 
 
    “Death, destruction, and dismemberment?” Karver asked. 
 
    “No!” Calvin exclaimed. “Sorry,” he added to Rife. “Karver is the heavy weapons expert. He hasn’t gotten to do much with his skills recently.” 
 
    “Psychological operations?” Reyl asked. 
 
    “Umm…yes, something more along those lines. As it turns out, Administrator Rife is trying to introduce the concept of freedom into his society.” 
 
    “Why?” Bukuri asked, using a knife to get something from under a claw. “It only leads to problems.” 
 
    “Because individual freedom is a good thing,” Calvin replied. “We’ve been over this. Just because your society says it isn’t doesn’t mean every society has to follow the Ssselipsssiss. Now, are you going to help us or not?” 
 
    “What’s the mission?” Burkuri asked. 
 
    “There are dissidents trying to disrupt the introduction of individual freedom to the Weeber society. We need you to find them and root them out.” Reyl smiled, and Karver raised a claw. “No you can’t eat the dissidents,” Calvin added. Both appeared crestfallen. “However, this mission should use all your skills—as I said—and if you can accomplish it, I’ll consider this your right of passage, and you’ll become full adults.” 
 
    “Do we get a share in whatever treasure we find?” Burkuri asked. 
 
    “This isn’t a treasure operation,” Calvin said, “but sure.” 
 
    “Okay,” Burkuri said as a smile crossed her face. “We’re in.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CO’s Conference Room, TSS Vella Gulf, Margath System 
 
    “All right,” the CO said. “Let’s get started. Calvin?” 
 
    “Thank you, Admiral,” Calvin replied. The title still brought a smile to his face, especially since everyone was now using it. Sheppard had given up and stopped fighting it. He was, after all, now in charge of four ships—the Vella Gulf, Terra’s Hope, and two frigates, with a third on the way—the appellation was unavoidable. Even the Weebers used it—it turned out their sense of humor was very much like Calvin’s, and they loved playing along. 
 
    Calvin looked out at the audience while trying to cover the smile. The room was jammed with all the department heads, ambassadors, representatives, and various “important” people, so much so that they were piping the meeting to various other spaces both on-ship and off so everyone who wanted could watch. “Thanks for coming, everyone. It’s been a month and a half since we came here, and I’m ready to call our base of operations ‘complete.’ When we got here, we didn’t have anything. We didn’t know where we were going or how we were going to get there. Heck, we didn’t even know what we were looking for. All we knew was we had to come, so we just came. 
 
    “Now we’re established. We have a base we can fall back on if things go poorly, and allies in our quest.” He nodded to now-President Rife, who smiled and nodded back. “As we go forth, I know I’ll feel a lot better knowing we have them at our backs. We’re leaving them a ship and the means to defend themselves; if we need to fall back, they’ll be here for us. Yes, I know the Mineral Cartel continues to probe the system from the Jangeth gate, but with Weeber’s Own and the security frigates the replicators are producing, I’m not worried about them doing anything more than clogging up the area around the gate with the debris of their broken spaceships.”  
 
    He nodded to Captain Dacy, who had now destroyed two of the Mineral Cartel’s ships with Weeber’s Own. It helped that the ship had access to all the strange metal it needed to keep making the jumping missiles the Cartel didn’t have an answer for. Not yet, anyway. 
 
    “We’re a lot stronger going forth, too,” Calvin continued. “While we haven’t seen anything—yet—that can touch us, that doesn’t mean nothing exists that can. By tripling our fleet strength, we’re more prepared to fight it if we find it. With three ships in our fleet now, we also appear stronger, so hopefully people won’t try to challenge us unnecessarily and bog down our progress with needless side-missions and battles that use up our resources.” 
 
    Calvin smiled. “And now, finally—after a month and a half—we’re ready to do what we came here for—to search out the information we need to save the galaxy. I don’t know if the weapons and computer technology we’re looking for exist in this time and place, but if they do, we know it’ll be at Trrgos, and we now—thanks to our allies—know where to find it and how to get there. 
 
    “In summation, we’ve done everything necessary to secure our position here and to set us up for prosecuting our mission, and I believe it’s time to move forward with our quest for information. Are there any questions?” 
 
    He watched as the people in the room looked nervously at each other, but—unlike every meeting he ever did back home for the Terran Federation—no hands went up.  
 
    The Weebers had plenty of questions, but most revolved around one key concept—“What do we do if you don’t return? Or if you do return and leave again for good?” The Terrans tried to avoid talking about being from a different time, but President Rife and a few of his staff were aware of it, although the general population was not. The Terrans leaving for good, whether now or in the future, was at the top of their minds as they broke with tradition and the Mineral Cartel. 
 
    Calvin didn’t have any answers for them. Externally they were stronger than any of their neighbors, even though the Terrans weren’t leaving them the replicator plans for any of the ships from their time period. They should be fine for at least the near term with Weeber’s Own and their frigates, unless a number of the cartels massed their forces to the point where Weeber’s Own shot off all its jumping missiles. Even then, it was still more than a match for a number of its local counterparts. 
 
    Internally, the Ssselipsssiss children were making great strides in pacifying the populace, although they routinely complained about not being able to kill the dissidents. Instead, anyone identified as a malcontent—beyond a certain level of proof—was sentenced to a new colony that had been set up in the Jinn Universe, in a Botany Bay-esque sort of system. The planet had been completely uninhabited, so the colony had been placed far enough from the mine that interaction between the two was impossible for the foreseeable future. 
 
    Calvin could see a myriad of ways for the penal colony arrangement to go wrong, but the Weebers were strongly opposed to jailing the dissidents for their inability to break their old mindsets and to outright killing them, and he really couldn’t disagree with them. He shrugged internally. At least the Weebers weren’t calling the penal colony Botany Bay.  
 
    There also didn’t appear to be any long-term health risks to staying in the alternate universe for long periods like there were back home. Similarly, Trixie hadn’t experienced any health problems staying in their universe. Calvin didn’t know why that was, but it seemed to work out well for everyone. That, at least, was something in their favor. 
 
    Most of the Terrans in the audience only had one question—they wanted to know if they’d ever be able to go home again. They knew he couldn’t answer that question, though, so they didn’t ask it. Acquiring the technology they needed was irrelevant—the issue of whether they found it or not was moot if they couldn’t take it back. Similarly, they couldn’t jump forward in time to a new era to see if the technology existed in that time; they were trapped where—and when—they were until the scientists could figure out a way to move them in a forward direction through time. 
 
    Until they could figure it out, they would do what the military always did—they would continue making progress on the issues they had control over and would prepare for future follow-on missions. There were plenty of possibilities in the here-and-now to plan for. 
 
    After a long pause, the CO nodded. “Thanks, Calvin; that was a great presentation.” His eyes swept the room in front of him and he nodded again. “All right, everyone, you’ve got your tasking and you know what you need to do. We’ll depart for Trrgos in the morning, so make sure you’re ready to go. One way or another, we’re going to get this done.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CO’s Conference Room, TSS Vella Gulf, Margath System 
 
    “I hope you have some good news,” the CO said later that night, “or at least something important; I’m supposed to make an appearance at the going-away party President Rife is throwing for us.” He’d been about to board a shuttle to the planet when Calvin and Lieutenant Bradford had stopped him and asked him for a few minutes. The shuttle—including its load of party-goers—was being held in the shuttle bay while they talked, much to the consternation, the CO knew, of said party-goers. 
 
    “Yes, sir, as a matter of fact, I do,” Lieutenant Bradford said. “We think we’ve figured out how to go forward in time.” 
 
    “Well, that’s something worth staying to talk about,” the CO said with a smile and obvious enthusiasm. “Certainly, we’re going to need that ability, or everything we’ve done so far—and will do on this trip—will be for naught. How did you figure it out?” 
 
    “That’s the funny part,” Bradford said. “We’ve taken a number of missiles apart to try to figure out how they worked, and we always came up with nothing. We don’t know how they work—we don’t even know why they work—we just know they do. So yesterday, we were sitting there in the shuttle bay, beating our heads together, not making any progress, and one of the corporals from Lieutenant Commander Hobbs’ team—Viebey, I think his name was—walked by and said, ‘Why don’t you just connect the wires to the opposite inputs?’” 
 
    “And that’s all it took?” the CO asked. “Why didn’t one of your big-brained scientists figure that out?” 
 
    “Well, the idea had been mentioned, but we’d dismissed it as being too dumb to work.” 
 
    “What made this time different?” 
 
    A blush crept over Bradford’s face. “Sir, I’m not sure how much stock you put in Axlyptrix’s predictions…” His voice trickled off, and his blush intensified.  
 
    “I think Trixie did a good job getting us here,” the CO said. “Everything she’s done has seemed to work. I don’t know how she does it, but she seems to get things right.” He smiled suddenly. “Was she involved? She was, wasn’t she? And that’s why you’re blushing—because clairvoyance isn’t scientific enough for you.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, that’s pretty much it. When Corporal Viebey said we should just change out the wires, Trixie was nearby—I mean, she takes up most of the bay, so she’s always nearby, if you know what I mean—and she said, ‘Yes, that tastes right.’ And then some of our guys, since they like Trixie—I mean, she’s always there, so they’ve become attached to her—decided to give it a further look and put some additional thought into it…and the bottom line, sir, is we think Trixie is right—we think it’s going to work.” 
 
    Captain Sheppard looked at the overhead. “Solomon, have you been listening?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, I have.” 
 
    “What’s your take on this?” 
 
    “I am not encumbered by Lieutenant Bradford’s preconceived notions that something must be ‘scientific’ in order to be possible. My creators endowed me with the ability to make observations and extrapolate from the data, without the necessity of having hard proof. Miss Axlyptrix and the rest of her race have been accurate in determining the answers to a number of questions.” 
 
    “So you think this idea is worth investigating?” 
 
    “As I noted, I make observations and extrapolate from the data. To date, I have not observed any better ideas from anyone on Lieutenant Bradford’s team. As this is the only possible method of returning to our time period that anyone has come up with, I believe it bears additional testing.”  
 
    The CO turned back to Bradford. “And you have a method of figuring this out?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, we do. All it’ll take is just a little time with one of the Viper pilots and a little power…” 
 
    “But the bottom line is you think we can go home again.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, when the mission is finished, I’m confident we’ll be able to go home again.” 
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Excerpt from “Cartwright’s Cavaliers:” 
 
      
 
    The last two operational tanks were trapped on their chosen path. Faced with destroyed vehicles front and back, they cut sideways to the edge of the dry river bed they’d been moving along and found several large boulders to maneuver around that allowed them to present a hull-down defensive position. Their troopers rallied on that position. It was starting to look like they’d dig in when Phoenix 1 screamed over and strafed them with dual streams of railgun rounds. A split second later, Phoenix 2 followed on a parallel path. Jim was just cheering the air attack when he saw it. The sixth damned tank, and it was a heavy. 
 
    “I got that last tank,” Jim said over the command net. 
 
    “Observe and stand by,” Murdock said. 
 
    “We’ll have these in hand shortly,” Buddha agreed, his transmission interspersed with the thudding of his CASPer firing its magnet accelerator. “We can be there in a few minutes.” 
 
    Jim examined his battlespace. The tank was massive. It had to be one of the fusion-powered beasts he’d read about. Which meant shields and energy weapons. It was heading down the same gap the APC had taken, so it was heading toward Second Squad, and fast. 
 
    “Shit,” he said. 
 
    “Jim,” Hargrave said, “we’re in position. What are you doing?” 
 
    “Leading,” Jim said as he jumped out from the rock wall. 
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Excerpt from “Salvage Title:” 
 
      
 
    A steady beeping brought Harmon back to the present. Clip’s program had succeeded in unlocking the container. “Right on!” Clip exclaimed. He was always using expressions hundreds or more years out of style. “Let’s see what we have; I hope this one isn’t empty, too.” Last month they’d come across a smaller vault, but it had been empty. 
 
    Harmon stepped up and wedged his hands into the small opening the door had made when it disengaged the locks. There wasn’t enough power in the small cells Clip used to open it any further. He put his weight into it, and the door opened enough for them to get inside. Before they went in, Harmon placed a piece of pipe in the doorway so it couldn’t close and lock on them, baking them alive before anyone realized they were missing. 
 
    Daylight shone in through the doorway, and they both froze in place; the weapons vault was full. In it were two racks of rifles, stacked on top of each other. One held twenty magnetic kinetic rifles, and the other held some type of laser rifle. There was a rack of pistols of various types. There were three cases of flechette grenades and one of thermite. There were cases of ammunition and power clips for the rifles and pistols, and all the weapons looked to be in good shape, even if they were of a strange design and clearly not made in this system. Harmon couldn’t tell what system they had been made in, but he could tell what they were. 
 
    There were three upright containers on one side and three more against the back wall that looked like lockers. Five of the containers were not locked, so Clip opened them. The first three each held two sets of light battle armor that looked like it was designed for a humanoid race with four arms. The helmets looked like the ones Harmon had worn at the academy, but they were a little long in the face. The next container held a heavy battle suit—one that could be sealed against vacuum. It was also designed for a being with four arms. All the armor showed signs of wear, with scuffed helmets. The fifth container held shelves with three sizes of power cells on them. The largest power cells—four of them—were big enough to run a mech. 
 
    Harmon tried to force the handle open on the last container, thinking it may have gotten stuck over time, but it was locked and all he did was hurt his hand. The vault seemed like it had been closed for years. 
 
    Clip laughed and said, “That won’t work. It’s not age or metal fatigue keeping the door closed. Look at this stuff. It may be old, but it has been sealed in for years. It’s all in great shape.” 
 
    “Well, work some of your tech magic then, ‘Puter Boy,” Harmon said, shaking out his hand. 
 
    Clip pulled out a small laser pen and went to work on the container. It took another ten minutes, but finally he was through to the locking mechanism. It didn’t take long after that to get it open. 
 
    Inside, there were two items—an eight-inch cube on a shelf that looked like a hard drive or a computer and the large power cell it was connected to. Harmon reached for it, but Clip grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Don’t! Let me check it before you move it. It’s hooked up to that power cell for a reason. I want to know why.” 
 
    Harmon shrugged. “Okay, but I don’t see any lights; it has probably been dead for years.” 
 
    Clip took a sensor reader out of his kit, one of the many tools he had improved. He checked the cell and the device. There was a faint amount of power running to it that barely registered on his screen. There were several ports on the back along with the slot where the power cell was hooked in. He checked to make sure the connections were tight, he then carried the two devices to the hovercraft. 
 
    Clip then called Rinto’s personal comm from the communicator in the hovercraft. When Rinto answered, Clip looked at Harmon and winked. “Hey boss, we found some stuff worth a hovercraft full of credit…probably two. Can we have it?” he asked. 
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Excerpt from “This Fallen World:” 
 
      
 
    He placed a coin in front of me. I looked at it in surprise. It was a solid gold coin from the Old World. Probably worth ten thousand scripts now. 
 
    “This is a down payment,” Hale said. “You find her, you get another. Return her to me unharmed, you get three.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    “Thank you, Agent,” he said softly. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    He passed me a folder, and I opened it to see a picture of a pretty young red-haired woman. She appeared to be late teens or early twenties and that could be bad. This fallen world is hard on young beautiful people. 
 
    Warlords could swoop in with their troops and steal people at will. They were Warlords because the held the weapons or tech that gave them control over those around them. 
 
    There had been incidents for years. I had a great disdain for the term, Warlord. They were the ones who had found some advantage and abused it, for the most part. 
 
    There were a few good men, such as Wilderman, who held the reigns of fourteen city blocks. He provided protection to those who lived in his domain. He taxed his people but he also provided true protection.  
 
    Miles to the East, there was Joanna Kathrop. She held sixteen blocks and ruled with an iron fist. She had found a cache of weapons and provisions in her area several decades back. Her cadre of loyal soldiers backed her and she established her rule of that area. 
 
    There were others, both good and bad. The majority of them were bad. They ran single and double blocks. The Warlord that controlled the area where the Strike Zone was located wasn’t the worst, but he was far from the best. 
 
    I turned the page and found the sector that Hale and his daughter had lived. 
 
    “You were under Yamato?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, “he took down the Bishop a decade ago.” 
 
    “Yamato’s always been fair,” I said. “Did you take this to him?” 
 
    “He couldn’t help me,” he said. “She was traveling across the city.” 
 
    “What the hell was she doin’ travelin’?” I asked. “Was she in a caravan?” 
 
    The Caravans were the only semi-safe way to travel the city. You paid for your ticket, and the Caravans paid their tax to run through the Zones. 
 
    “She was going to the new College, set up by Kathrop, in a small Caravan run by a man named Drekk. He claims she never showed up for the last leg of the trip.” 
 
    “Drekk,” I spat the word out. “I’ve heard of Drekk. If you want to travel anywhere, you have to use the Accredited Caravans. You can’t use people like Drekk.” 
 
    His face fell. “We didn’t know about this until it was too late. We aren’t rich people, Mister Kade.” 
 
    I looked down at the coin still in my hand, and looked back to him with one eyebrow raised. 
 
    “The life savings of both my family and the family of Seran Yoto, her fiancée.” 
 
    “Poor would not be what I would call this, Hale,” I said. “There are people right in this room who won’t see this much wealth in ten lifetimes. You dwell inside the Scraper. You have running water and electricity. Don’t ever try to pass yourself off as the poor. It’s insulting.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Who set up the Caravan?” 
 
    “I set it up through a man in the Scraper. His name is Denton. He owns a supply store on the bottom floor.” 
 
    “Ok,” I said. “That’s where I’ll need to start. I’ll be there first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “But the Caravans don’t run at night.” 
 
    “Some people, it’s safer to leave alone, Hale. When you get back to the Scraper, tomorrow, I’ll have some answers for you.” 
 
    “How will you cross three zones tonight?” 
 
    “I’ll walk, Hale,” I said. “Corporate Agents can take care of themselves.” 
 
    “You haven’t been an Agent for twenty years.” 
 
    “You’re right, there.” I said, “I’m something else, now. I’ll see you tomorrow night at your Scraper.” 
 
    I stood and walked away from the booth. Jared was beside the bar, talking to several suits. 
 
    “Yo, Jared,” I said. “I’m on a job for a few days. Ya can fill the table if ya need to.” 
 
    “Be careful, Matt,” he said. “Last time Jenny took a week to get you patched up.”  
 
    “I’ll try, buddy.” 
 
    I had a feeling about this one. Things looked bad for Maddy Hale. Drekk wasn’t known to be trustworthy. 
 
    Life can be dangerous in this Fallen World.  
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