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“Anytime I feel lost, I pull out a map and stare. I stare until I have reminded myself that life is a giant adventure, so much to do, to see.”

-Angelina Jolie-
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Chapter 1

END RUN PART 2

On the ancient holographic recording, the long dead general paused to rub his eyes. He looked more than tired. “While the world watched the useless activity on the moon,” his voice grated out, “space agencies around the world sent probes out into the galaxy to find suitable new homes for the best and brightest of the Earth.” The general’s bloodshot eyes stared at him, and Gareth heard Chiu gasp. “There was never enough mass in the moon to shield Terra, or Eldenworld as they are now calling it, from the effects of the supernova. Not by several factors. The engineers who designed it knew it. The leaders of the political groups knew it and the heads of the various militaries knew it. The dust and debris will help to shield the Earth, of course, and now perhaps a few plants or fish will survive in the deepest parts of the ocean, and a few more in deep places like The Yeugate or Jafelon… but no more. Unfortunately, half way through planting the explosives, the opposition found out.” General Das leaned forward and spoke intently into the screen. “We only finished setting the last of the explosives a month ago, and the Armageddon Device was activated only yesterday. The only hope you have is that when you eventually blow up the moon, sometime in my distant future, someone out there will notice it and come to your assistance. The best brains, and the most intelligent people on the planet have already been evacuated to other worlds. The Gate Stations have been turned off and powered down and all orbital vehicles removed, so that the more,” he looked embarrassed for a moment, “undesirable elements of the population won’t flood the galaxy. The worldwide broadcast power grid is now inoperative, and the last four starships are due to depart within the hour. I know that I will die here; I’ve known it all along.” He chuckled without mirth. “I should have taken a gate to a Decade World with my family when I had the chance, but the power is down now and the crazies control the surface.” His smile was grim. “I don’t really want to end my life by being eaten.”

“Oh no!” Chiu murmured at his side. “It’s all been for nothing.” She began to weep, tears squeezing out from beneath her tightly shut eyes.

“The opposition wants to use the explosives that are planted on the moon to blow open The Yeugate, and take control of what’s left of the world. My job is to see that they don’t.” The general leaned closer yet. “You have a million in one chance of survival if you blow up the moon. You have zero chances if you don’t. All I can do is to wish you the best of luck.” Faintly Gareth could hear weapons fire in the background of the recording. “The opposition have more men and are better armed than my forces. I apologize for deceiving you but I had no choice, and I regret what I now have to do to my own men.” His arm reached forward, and the image disappeared.

~~~

Gareth stared out of the transparent wall of their room, and over the blood-red mountains in the distance. After standing that way for ten minutes, he took a deep breath and, ignoring his crying wife for the moment, glared up at the ceiling. Did you know about this? He shot the thought to Athena, who he knew watched his movements carefully.

No! The stunned though came back from the entity that had brought him into this whole mess in the first place. I wouldn’t do something like that to you. She paused for several long moments. What do we do now? For the first time since he’d met her, Athena sounded shocked and uncertain. All he felt was anger.

What do YOU do, you mean? He replied with a mental snarl. I have fulfilled what you asked me to do. I quit.

But…

No buts, Athena. You will send Chiu and me back to twenty first century Earth, at the same time I left. Thank you for the repairs you did to me, but I think I’ve paid for those a long while back. He stood up from the bed and reached a hand down to Chiu, who looked up at him with red eyes. “Dry your eyes, love. We’re leaving.”

He saw her swallow. “Where are we going?” She asked as she took his hand.

“You mentioned that you wanted to come with me should I ever quit and go home. Today is that day. We are going back to my Earth, in my time, to live long and happy lives.” His voice was grim as be bent to pick up the weapons and EVA suit belts, stuffing them all into his old and rather battered rucksack. “You can send us back any time you like, Athena. I’m more than ready to put this place behind me.”

“Gareth…” Chiu began, but the crunch of sand under their feet interrupted whatever she was about to say. The waves looked silver in the moonlight, and Gareth guessed the time at just after midnight. The Mexican air was warm and soft, and smelled of the sea. He shut his eyes for a moment and smiled with pure enjoyment. It was good to be home.

“What will we do?” Chiu’s voice was nervous.

Gareth turned to her. “My car is right over there.” He said, pointing to a berm at the top of the moonlit beach. “We will go back to the United States, find a new place to live, and make arrangements to sell the Colt and the ray gun I picked up on the moon, along with the EVA suits. That should set us up in style for the rest of our natural lives.” He led her up the beach. “But first I want to stop and get a hamburger. I haven’t had a burger in years, and there are three twenty-four hour McDonald’s in Ensenada.” His voice held a note of reverence. “I have some American and Mexican money stashed in the car.”


Chapter 2

LONGSHOT

“This is food?” Chiu asked, chewing hesitantly on her burger. “It tastes like leather.”

“It’s all a matter of what you are used to.” Gareth replied, mumbling slightly around his mouthful of sandwich. “I grew up on this stuff.”

Chiu set her burger down and began to disassemble it in her plate. “No wonder Athena had to rebuild you.”

“Be nice.” He replied, chuckling as he unwrapped his third burger. Taking a big bite, he stared through the windows of the fast food restaurant, and out into the night sky. Somewhere a dog barked while the navigation lights of an airliner winked in the distant sky. “Let’s look at what we have left to work with.” He muttered to himself, chewing meditatively. Chiu looked up sharply, her blue eyes widening, but said nothing as she popped a pickle into her mouth. “That General Das said something…” He rubbed his chin, thinking, and then it came to him. “He said something about gateways and the Decade Worlds. I wonder…”

“I know a little about the Decade Worlds,” a soft voice interrupted his musing, “but the source for information is Thomas, in Shsa-Tirion. He was the one who ran the space program.” Athena slid in beside Chiu, giving the stunned woman a quick wink. Instead of a Roman gown, this time she was wearing worn, snug-fitting jeans, a red flannel shirt rolled up to the elbows, and had her hair tied back in a ponytail with a simple blue ribbon. Despite the folksy clothes, she still looked every inch a beautiful and desirable woman. Gareth had to remind himself that she wasn’t, by any stretch of the imagination, remotely human.

“Does that mean I have to go to Shsa-Tirion myself?” Gareth asked, his eyes still unfocused and his mind a million miles away. He never seemed to notice that he was speaking to Athena.

“Gareth, you’re a primitive.” She replied in a laughing voice. “Just speak normally and we can have a three-way conversation. Four way,” she amended, glancing at Chiu. “Thomas is listening.” Gareth shuddered at the utter impossibility of what she asked so casually.

“Hello Thomas. What can you tell me of the Decade Worlds?” Gareth asked, suppressing a sigh.

“Hello Gareth.” A soft baritone said out of the air. “The Decade Worlds were the first worlds opened up to teleportation gate transportation. Probes were sent out to ten worlds and when they landed, they set up a Gate Station. Gate transport, as you know, has to have a gateway at both ends, and it takes an incredible amount of power. Hence, we had to send along our own power source. Unfortunately, over time, and thanks to selective purging, much information on the Decade worlds was lost. All that I retain of the original files is the rough descriptions of the ten Decade Worlds, like something you might pick up at a travel agency. Ell, I believe, has a list of the locations, in spatial coordinates, for the gate transfers, but no information on the destination of each particular jump coordinate. After this many millennium, a transfer gate location could be underwater, or even in space.”

Gareth popped the last of his burger in his mouth, still staring out the window, and let out a dry snicker. “I would hate to come out in the middle of a mountain, or a tree. It would probably make a very big bang.”

“It would indeed.” Thomas injected. “However, there are safeguards built into the gates to prevent this very thing from happening. From what I understand you can still come out underwater or in space, although that last is unlikely unless the gate were actually set up in space.”

“What are you planning on doing, Ernst Gareth Köhler?” There was more than a hint of steel in Chiu’s question.

Yes, what ARE you planning on doing, Gareth? Athena’s voice echoed in his mind.

Gareth sipped noisily at his milkshake, and reached for the last burger that sat on the table before him. Raising his eyes, he gave the women sitting across from him a sly smile. “It was that damned General Das that put the idea in my mind. I had no idea that the gateways were actually teleportation devices. I had no idea what they were. What am I planning you ask? I plan to take a little trip.” His smile widened. “When we get back.” Chiu’s face hardened, and the air about the table seemed to drop several degrees. “But not for a while.” He amended quickly to his scowling wife. “First we need to take a bath and then go for a swim.”

“You never planned to quit in the first place!” Athena fumed, her violet eyes snapping.

Gareth grinned as he finished his last burger. “I did at first, to be honest. What I really needed to know was that I could quit, and then find a quiet place I could think and put the pieces together. McDonald’s has always worked for me.” Athena’s face was slowly turning red, and his smile widened even more. “Care to go for a swim with us?” He asked in a nonchalant voice.

Athena sputtered for a moment, and then began to laugh. “Gareth, you are terrible.” Her violet eyes pierced him. “I would love to go for a swim.”

Gareth patted his stomach, sighed in contentment, and stood. “In that case you can probably send us back to our room at The Yeugate. We’ll take a quick shower to clean up, and meet you at the pool. Bring your swimsuit.”

It was Athena’s turn to give him a wide smile. “I’ll meet you at the pool and by the way, I have never in all my life worn a swimsuit, and I don’t plan to start now.” Gareth’s jaw dropped open at the implication. Athena laughed and vanished.

The water in the massive pool was pleasingly warm, and unfortunately crystal clear. Since Athena chose to skinny dip, Gareth and Chiu were forced to follow suit and despite his reservations about what Athena really was, Gareth had to admit that she appeared to be very obviously human and mammalian. Sans clothing, she was heart-stoppingly gorgeous. The glares that Chiu threw at both of them showed that his wife shared his sentiments. Athena just smiled, and swam like a cream-colored otter, sliding through the water with barely a ripple.

Later, as the three sat beside the pool, wrapped in thick white robes and staring at the bloody red sun as it set over the distant mountains, Gareth spoke to the air. “Ell, how many Gate Stations are operational at this moment?”

“There are currently two operational Gate Stations, Gareth. One here at The Yeugate, and another just activated at Shsa-Tirion. The Jafelon Gate may still be operational, but inside the flooded city of Jafelon it is inaccessible. The status of the Brivrelsea Gate is unknown, although the AI there is attempting to reactivate it.”

“Is the gate here very far?” Gareth asked, the beginnings of a plan percolating through his brain.

“If you would walk to the window, you can see it quite clearly.” Ell replied.

Gareth blinked as they approached the clear side of the dome. “That looks like a smaller version of the Saint Louis Arch.” He said, frowning at the shining steel gateway. “And not too much smaller.”

“The gate was designed to accept a small spacecraft.” Ell stated by way of explanation. “The shuttle you saw in the Transit Terminal would fit easily, as well as the small corvette that is still mothballed in the museum. Larger vessels will take months to reach the nearer of the Decade Worlds.”

“Just how many vessels are stored in this museum of yours?” He asked curiously, thinking of the U.S. Navy mothball fleet in Suisun Bay, California.

“Ten.” Ell responded. “Three more shuttles like yours, one corvette, a Momar class destroyer, a science vessel, a frigate and two transports.” El answered the next question before he could ask it. “They are stored in a five-kilometer wide bubble, anchored at the Lagrangian point. The military generals and admirals created the museum as an approved storage facility for a small amount of military hardware at the end of the Ecothiax War. The then popular Peace-First Party had all the rest of the military hardware towed out to the asteroid belt and destroyed, and three quarters of the military personnel summarily dismissed.”

“It figures.” He spat. “After thirty-eight thousand years governments are still treating their soldiers like shit. I’d like to take a closer look at the gateway, if I could.” Gareth murmured; his nose almost pressed against the glass.

“Now?” Ell sounded surprised.

“Tomorrow noonish would be fine.” Gareth replied, giving Chiu a sly wink before he looked up at the ceiling.

“I’ll send a transport to your room at the time you requested.” Ell stated in a no-nonsense voice.

“Thank you.” Turning to face Chiu, he murmured, “You go back to the room. I need to sit and think for a while,” he explained, nodding to a lounger set beside the clear wall.

Athena gave them a warm smile. “I’ll be going also. The swim was refreshing. Thank you for inviting me.” Her eyes sparkled. “We’ll have to do it again.”

Gareth swallowed, and could feel his cheeks redden. “That would be nice.” Athena gave him a wink and disappeared.

“Who was that you were speaking to?” Ell asked from the air. “Although she appears to be human to optical sensors, my more delicate instruments classify her a noncorporeal, multi-dimensional being.”

“Her name is Athena.” Gareth filled in helpfully. “You may have heard of her.”

“I have indeed.” Ell replied. “I asked because my instruments indicate that there have been changes made in your own molecular structure when compared with what is considered human normal. Analysis here at The Yeugate indicates an eventual realignment to something similar to Athena.”

Gareth gritted his teeth. “I should have expected it. Athena replaced my leg and my eye, repaired other external damage and made some internal adjustments, I suspect, to my DNA.” Chiu was staring at him wide eyed. “If I frighten you, your parents aren’t very far away. I would release you from your commitment to me.” His voice was somber, and Chiu paled.

“That may not be necessary.” Ell injected quickly. “Sensors indicate a similar molecular realignment in Mrs. Köhler as well, if not to the degree or extent as in you, Gareth.”

Chiu’s face had gone hard. “Wait until I get my hands on her, that meddling bi…”

“Before you fly off the handle,” Gareth injected quickly, “ask yourself this: has anything done to us by Athena hurt us in any way? We have a neat tattoo of a dragon on our arms, and we’re as healthy as horses. We have abilities denied to most others. What do you have to complain about—really?”

Chiu looked like she’d bitten into a persimmon. “She didn’t ask me.” She replied through gritted teeth.

“I doubt if she had the time to ask, Chiu.” Gareth gave her a flat look. “Suck it up, as they say, and deal with it.” He thought she was going to hit him for a moment, and then Chiu seemed to deflate.

“Unfortunately, you’re right.” She said, looking at the floor.

Very good. Athena whispered in the back of Gareth’s mind.

Oh, just shut up. He replied with a snippy thought. Somewhere Athena laughed.

~~~

The distant mountains were fading from a deep watermelon color to black, while overhead the brighter stars were beginning to twinkle. Gareth’s grin was lopsided as he sat with his fingers laced behind his head, looking up. He should have recognized the familiar constellations long before he found the Ford engine block on his first journey across the Shattered Plains. Almost involuntarily, his mind rewound to the series of incidents that led him to Eldenworld, and the impossible situation he now found himself in.

It had all started in Iraq, he mused, on another hot dusty day in the streets of Karabila, in what the historians were then calling the Third Iraq war, although it was more a continuation of the second. The image of a dour-faced Corporal Jacques Desjardin, now deceased, flashed through his mind. The corporal had been his teammate… and his friend.

The First war with Saddam had been fairly straightforward, if interminable. Years later, when the Americans returned in force to battle with the ISIS terrorists and then later with the SIN militants, things began to get murky. As far as Gareth could tell, there were no winners to the endless wars except the arms merchants. He remembered that the empty, broken windows of the shops had stared like sightless eyes at the bloodstained, abandoned buildings all around them.

It was in the cellar of a bombed-out mosque that he found an ancient scroll containing the image of a medallion. Wounded the very next day, Gareth soon found himself discharged and dumped on the streets of the United States, along with innumerable other disabled vets. One thing led to another, and the image of the scroll became a tattoo on Gareth’s chest, over his heart, unwittingly binding him to a being he’d only heard of in fairy tales, a being that had been around the world since life first crawled out of the steaming seas… Athena.

Things in the United States went downhill quickly for Gareth Köhler; with the loss of his leg, and eye in the war, and even his disability income to a greedy ex-wife. When the trusty Colt 1911 failed to fire and take his life, Gareth had nothing left to do but to try death by drowning. Three years later he was still unsure as to whether he’d succeeded or not. Whatever the case, he’d stepped out of the water and onto a beach on Eldenworld, healed of all his old war wounds, and totally without a clue. The whos and whys came to him over time, as well as his new mission of saving a world. He chuckled dryly as he recalled the various creatures that had attempted to have him for lunch as he fought his way around the wide world. Some had nearly succeeded. His gaze was drawn back to the starry vista seen through the glass wall, and his mind, unbidden, continued the story. He never realized when he took the job that Eldenworld was actually the future Earth, and couldn’t in his wildest nightmare, imagine that saving the world would involve his blowing up Earth’s moon. If he had known before-hand, it might have made a difference in his accepting the job… or not.

If he had known that he was, in reality, being recruited by a noncorporeal, multi-dimensional being that was going by the name of Athena, he might have chosen death over a questionable life… or not. Although he didn’t want to admit it, when he added all the plusses and all the minuses, he always came out on the winning side of the equation. He was still alive, he was healed of his injuries, he had a wonderful wife and an adopted daughter who loved him. On the minus side, he had to save every man, woman, dragon, shapeshifter, every member of several truly alien species, and every dolphin and whale on the planet from impending disaster, and he had no idea in hell how to go about it. He chuckled aloud as the phrase, suck it up, ran through his mind.

The transparent sausage met them in front of their room at noon the next day and Gareth, with Chiu on his arm and dressed in new clothes compliments of Ell’s drones, wiggled into the front seat of the small conveyance. When a three-point racing harness automatically buckled Gareth into his seat he frowned. Behind him he heard Chiu give a small squeak of surprise as her own belt strapped her into place. The sausage launched down the hallway like a bullet from the barrel of a gun. In the ten minutes it took them to reach the steel gateway outside the great dome of The Yeugate, the conveyance rarely went slower than one hundred kph. Gareth touched Chiu’s arm, and she opened her eyes.

“Are we there yet?” She asked in a shaky voice. Her face was pale green.

“I’d say yes.” Gareth replied with a grimace, helping her to her feet. “Although my stomach is back at the fourth corner.”

Chiu winced. “Was that the one where we went up on our side, and I could feel the wind screaming by my face?”

“That’s the one.” He replied without emotion.

The gateway arched gracefully sixty meters above their heads, and to either side. At the edge of the entrance stood a low control console covered with a clear half-dome for the operator to stand under in the event of inclement weather. A shining metal ramp led up to the gateway, stopping abruptly as it reached the edge of the gate.

“This looks like it could handle thousands of arrivals and departures.” Gareth said softly.

“Actually,” Ell replied from what sounded like a speaker in the console, “there were only departures. There have never been any arrivals.”

“How do you know the system works then?” He asked, feeling confused.

“Oh, technicians did two way tests when the gates were set up. People went out and came back from all ten of the Decade Worlds in preliminary runs. When the evacuations started, however, nobody returned. It is all very curious. All they had to do was to tell the gate to take them home.” Gareth didn’t mention that he could think of a couple of things that would prevent someone from returning, or even from calling for help, like the crushing pressure beneath an ocean, or a lake of boiling lava. “All ten worlds were tested to be habitable, if not ideal for humans.” The AI continued as if reading his mind.

“The problem might have been that they left all the pioneers on the Earth.” Gareth offered. “Survival is a mindset, not just a document an engineer prints out, and a thousand different things can kill a budding society if the residents aren’t tough or resilient enough.” Gareth swept the gateway with a speculative look on his face that Chiu noticed immediately.

“What are you up to Gareth?” Her voice was flat.

He crossed his arms and stared at the gateway. “I think that I have to go through there.” He nodded to the shining arch.

“Not alone you don’t.” Chiu growled, glaring at her husband. “It’s too dangerous.”

Gareth sighed. “It’s for that very reason that I have to go alone. I don’t want to die, but if I do you and Lyndra and my daughter have to be able to follow in my footsteps. If I find a habitable world we can send people to, then we can save the people of this world. I’ll set up a deadman switch that will bring me home if I release it. Even if I’m injured Athena can patch me up.” I hope. He thought to himself. “Now I think that we should head for Puasheehchester, and tell your parents of the change in plans, and maybe pick up some reinforcements for our expeditions.” For some strange reason Chiu’s eyes seemed to be red and watery.

As they walked up the lowered rear ramp, Ell informed Gareth that the mottled gray hull of the combat drop vehicle was twenty five millimeter thick metalo-ceramic composite, equivalent in defensive armor to thirty centimeters of hardened steel. The only thing that marred the exterior of the smooth deadly looking twenty-meter craft were a number of depressions, housing energy cannons, along with both air to surface and air to air missiles. Port and Starboard engines sat in outboard nacelles of the same tough material as the hull, and were each independently capable of propelling the craft in an emergency. With a crew of eight; including a pilot, copilot, and six passengers, along with a modest amount of cargo, with its stealth systems it was the ideal craft for covert insertions that might require some firepower to assist in landings and extractions. Gareth’s eyes took in the heavy padded interior equipped with racks for various hand-held weapons, and grinned his approval. Despite the fact that the ship was thirty millennia old, it still had that new-car smell of leather and oil. He and Chiu were buckling themselves into the pilot’s and copilot’s seats respectively when the view screens flickered to life. To Gareth it looked like he had a one hundred and eighty degree wrap-around windshield. Shyrrik, acting as their pilot, settled into a depression between the two seats that had obviously been built for that purpose.

“Departure is on your command, Gareth.” Shyrrik’s voice said out of a speaker above their heads.

He grinned while beside him Chiu looked pale. “At Ell’s clearance you can take us out. Please set a course for Puasheehchester, keeping our altitude at one thousand meters, and our speed below Mach one. The locals have never seen an aircraft before so let’s try not to upset them too greatly.”

“As you wish.” The voice said mildly as the shuttle rose a meter, and moved soundlessly forward, passing through the transparent wall of the Transit Terminal as if it wasn’t there.

Gareth heard Chiu gasp as they angled sharply upward. “We’re going to fall!!!” She managed to hiss through clenched teeth, her eyes bulging slightly as she stared at the receding ground. Her knuckles were white as she clutched the arms of the co-pilot’s chair with a death grip.

Gareth laughed gently. “Nonsense. These things are safer than sleeping in your own bed. You don’t have to…” The shuttle slid to a stop, hanging suspended in midair.

“There seems to be a flying creature purposely blocking our path, Gareth. What should I do?”

The man rolled his eyes, and focused on the black speck far ahead of them. “It looks like a Qual. Why don’t you find us a place to land, and I’ll see what he has to say?”

The shuttle dropped like a rock, jogged to the side at the very last second, and set down in a small clearing. Chiu let out a small squeak of fear. “We have landed.” Shyrrik murmured superfluously. “Should I cover you with shipboard weapons?”

“It’s only a Qual, Shyrrik. You can stand down.” Gareth’s voice sounded calm, but as he stood he made sure that his Colt was firmly belted to his waist. Eldenworld was an insane asylum, and, for the most part, he didn’t trust the inmates worth a damn.

The Qual equaled Gareth’s height, but was skeletally thin. An alien species to Eldenworld, it resembled a parrot more than a bat, with bright colored plumage starting at the crown of the head, slightly behind the heavy orange beak, continuing on back down the back to the long colorful tail feathers. Soft feathers on the wings, like those on the terrestrial owl, meant silent night flying. The golden eyes of the being were wide and intelligent, and Gareth had met him before.

He gave it a short bow, holding his open hands palm forward to show no weapons or hostile intent. “Hello Ufn'waj. Fancy meeting you here.”

The Qual returned the bow, and low laughter came out of a small silver disk it wore on a chain around its neck. “Well met, my friend.” The golden eyes regarded the shuttle intently. “I see you’ve made some progress uncovering the secrets of this world.”

“Some.” Gareth replied dryly. “Although I’ve had a few setbacks along the way.”

“Was the destruction of the moon your handiwork?”

Gareth sighed. “Unfortunately, yes. That was one of my setbacks, actually. The story I received about blowing up the moon to save the Earth was just a scam. There was never enough mass in the moon to provide an effective shield for the oncoming radiation.” He bit his cheek, thinking rapidly. “Did your homeworld location happen to be programmed into the transport gateways?”

It was the Qual’s turn to sigh. “Unfortunately, no.”

“Yeah, well I guess we’ll have to do it the hard way. How many Qual are there?”

Ufn'waj closed his eyes for a moment as he thought. “Eighteen hundred, give or take.”

Gareth sighed. “I’ll be right back.” He turned and sprinted back to the open shuttle. “Shyrrik, ask Ell how many people those transports in the museum hold.”

Sounding slightly put out, Shyrrik replied. “I can tell you that. Each Hieldea class transport can hold two thousand people.”

“Great!” Gareth turned and bolted out of the door. “I have two transports available to me in orbit right now, and each is capable of carrying two thousand people.”

Laughter began to peal out of the silver translator around the Qual’s neck, and then it slowed and came to a sputtering stop. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“As serious as death. Do your leaders have the location of your homeworld?”

“Yes. It is passed down from generation to generation.”

“Good. Tell your leaders to find me a large clear area close to your community and I’ll have a ship set down there as soon as it is refitted and serviced. I’ll get the Qual out as soon as I can.” He gave a sour laugh. “You’ll be the first to leave, in fact.”

Ufn'waj stood as if frozen, only his soft feathers blowing in the gentle wind that smelled of pine trees. He made a strange gesture with his hands, spreading them out over his face as he bowed deeply at the waist. “This device is more than a translator, but a video recorder as well.” He said touching the silver medallion. “Your name will be revered in our culture, and generations of young Qual will pray to you when they sleep and give thanks to your name.”

Gareth flushed scarlet. “You have got to be kidding. I’m just doing my job.”

Ufn'waj’s eyes shone. “And I am just an alien species to you.”

Gareth gave him a level look. “You are my friend.”

The Qual chuckled. “And what will you do now, my friend?”

Gareth’s look turned flat. “I have a whole world to try and evacuate using four teleportation gateways, two of which actually work, and two transports. The teleportation gateways go to ten worlds that might or might not be habitable, and you ask me what I’m going to do? I’m going to find a bar and have a drink.”

The Qual looked somber. “Do you think that there will be fighting on Eldenworld over the gateways?”

Gareth sighed. “Almost certainly. This could get very ugly before it’s all over.”

“Can I be of some assistance, possibly acting as a scout?”

Gareth smiled, and touched the Qual’s warm arm in a friendly gesture. “Thank you, Ufn'waj, but no. Go with your people, and take care of them. You are too frail, as you said yourself, for the upcoming fight.”

The Qual gave Gareth a long look, and then nodded slowly. “It will be as you say. We will be in touch with landing coordinates.” The Qual spread its wings and in three beats was airborne. “May you have fair winds and following seas, my friend.” It called down.

“…until Valhalla brother. Semper fidelis.” Gareth finished the ancient quote in a whisper as the Qual disappeared into the sky.

Back in the shuttle he slumped into the pilot’s seat, a headache beating in his temples. “Shyrrik, will you please ask Elle to begin prepping the two museum transports for service?” He rubbed his head. “I may need you to fly one of the transports to the Qual homeworld, so I hope flying this scout ship is fairly easy. I’m not a great pilot.”

The rear ramp thudded shut, and through the view screen Gareth saw the ground fall away. “Each of the ships has and on-board AI, Gareth. All I need to do is program the location of the homeworld, return coordinates, and any small particulars you think might be important, like a special atmosphere or gravity.”

Gareth frowned. “This shuttle has an AI?”

“After millennia sitting behind a desk, I felt like getting out.” Shyrrik replied blandly. “Ell has replied that it will take her drones two months to service the transports.”

“Good. After those are done you might as well have her revive the rest of the museum ships as well. If we leave, we’ll want to take them with us, and flying a destroyer around will give Ell something to do. I wouldn’t want a bored AI on my hands.”

“You think of everything.” Shyrrik said in a flat voice.

“Someone has to.” He replied with a grin, trying not to think about what Ufn'waj had said about generations of Qual children giving thanks to his name. The very notion made him shudder. The image of Athena suddenly came to his mind, and several pieces of the puzzle clicked into place.

“There appears to be a ship entering the harbor.” Shyrrik commented two hours later as the shuttle broke through the high clouds squatting over the city of Puasheehchester. “I might be speaking out of turn, but isn’t an armed steamship slightly out of place in this environment?”

Gareth gazed through the view screen and down on the approaching SS Spray. It was an unbelievable coincidence that he and the SS Spray should arrive back at Puasheehchester at exactly the same time. Had it only been a few short weeks ago that he and Chiu had entered Jafelon, The City That Time Forgot, on their way to the moon? He sighed. “Do you remember Ell and I speaking about a noncorporeal, multi-dimensional being named Athena?”

“I remember.” Shyrrik sounded puzzled.

“The steamship is her idea. She let the plans fall into the right hands.”

“It sounds as if this… entity, likes to meddle.”

“She does, but she has her reasons.” Gareth filled in, glancing over at his wife. “Like the survival of intelligent life on this world.”

“Oh…” Shyrrik was quiet for several long moments. “Where should I land?”

Gareth grinned. “Set it down on the street beside the dock. We’ll meet the SS Spray as she arrives.”

“She?” The AI asked in a perplexed tone.

“Ships and aircraft are referred to in the female gender.” Gareth looked at the hull that surrounded him. “I guess that would apply to spacecraft too.”

“That seems quite appropriate.” Shyrrik murmured as the shuttle descended in a tight spiral toward the street. Below them Gareth could see people pointing up, while other’s ran away. He really hadn’t wanted to make a grand entrance, but it was a little late now.

“Gareth, look!” Chiu exclaimed, poking his arm to get his attention. “That looks like father’s carriage.” In the view screen a small black carriage was bouncing down the street in their direction, the driver on the top holding on for dear life. Behind the carriage by a hundred meters jogged a company of soldiers. There was a slight bump as the shuttle set down.

“You might as well lower the ramp.” He muttered to Shyrrik. “We lost the element of surprise some time ago.” Behind the shuttle the horse that was pulling the carriage reared, and the driver fought to regain control. As Gareth stood and straightened his clothes, he noticed that the outfits Ell had provided he and Chiu today were almost severely tailored, gray, and cut in a formal military fashion. Both he and his wife wore low black boots. For weapons he wore his Colt, and he noticed with a smile, the hilt of a knife protruding from the top of Chiu’s right boot.

The scent of the dock met him as he and Chiu descended the ramp. The sea-smell was strong, but beneath that lurked the scent of fresh pies from the bakeries, and roasting mutton. Someone nearby had been smoking a pipe, and the sweet tobacco aroma still hung in the air. A babble of voices filled the air, as well as the tramp of the soldier’s feet on the hard cobblestones. The door to the carriage swung open and Kiang, Chiu’s father, turned to help his wife Shaw out. They turned, a little hesitantly toward the shuttle and froze as Gareth and Chiu descended the ramp.

“Chiu, Gareth?” Shaw and Kiang said in unison. “What is this?” Kiang finished, waving a hand at the shuttle.

“This, Senators,” Gareth said, addressing both Kiang and Shaw Sai-Bo. “is a combat drop vehicle, designed to carry people to and from orbit and into a hostile environment.” He grinned. “It’s also all we had.” At that moment, the company of soldiers arrived, panting, and raised their weapons at Gareth and Chiu. Gareth’s good humor faded as a florid-faced Major approached him with a drawn sword. His mustachios were long and waxed into elegant curls, and his brilliant red uniform draped with golden accoutrements that made Gareth’s eyes water.

“Stand back, Senators!” The Major boomed in a huge voice, stepping between the Senators and Gareth. “I will protect you!” He said with a grandiose sweep of his sword, bringing the tip back to point at Gareth’s heart.

There was a loud whine from the shuttle, and Gareth didn’t have to look to know that the rear weapons ports had opened. “Stand down, Shyrrik!” He said to the air.

“But you and your wife are in danger, Gareth.” The voice that came from within the shuttle was hard.

“Not from this clown I’m not. Please, Shyrrik, stand down.”

There was a whine and he knew the weapons ports had cycled closed. “I am standing down.” Shyrrik said with a note of anger in her all-to-human voice. “But I am watching him. If he threatens you I will vaporize him, and his little band of hoodlums.”

Gareth smiled at the Major. “As you wish Shyrrik.”

For a moment he thought Kiang Sai-Bo was going to explode. He’d never seen someone turn so red in the face before. Shaw tried to hold him back but Kiang shook her hand free as he stepped up to the Major. “Do you know what you have done, Lieutenant?”

The florid-faced man turned to the Senator. “I am Major Moy Yingpei, Senator.”

“You were a Major, Lieutenant. You were threatening an Operative of the Nine. Gareth Köhler is my son in law, and Chiu, the young woman beside him is my daughter, and his wife. They are operating with the full approval of the Nine, which is more than I can say for you.” The tip of the sword wavered and fell, and the former Major’s face went from florid to white in the space of three heartbeats as the man suddenly saw his career evaporate.

“I… I didn’t know, Senator.” The Lieutenant stammered. Sweat beaded the brow of a face the color of chalk as Chiu went up and embraced her mother warmly. The rifles of the company wavered as the soldiers saw their officer so thoroughly dressed down.

“Safe and sling your weapons.” A thick-shouldered Sergeant growled. “There’s no danger here.”

“But…” A private began, looking at the sweating Lieutenant.

The sergeant glared. “Are you questioning me??” He asked quietly in a voice that could have flayed skin.

The private was both experienced and smart. “No Sergeant.” He snapped, slinging his weapon.

Seeing which way the wind was blowing, the sergeant turned to Gareth. “Can we be of any assistance, Operative?” It was to both men’s credit that neither smiled as Gareth replied.

“You can stand your men down, Sergeant Major.” Gareth said calmly. The former Sergeant’s eyes widened slightly at the unexpected promotion. “There will be other marines arriving on the Spray momentarily, and you can all return to the barracks together. I will be taking two with me for extended duty, and I would like a dozen more, on a volunteer basis, for exploratory work. It could be very dangerous.”

The sergeant major didn’t hesitate. “I’d like to volunteer, Sir. I’ll get you eleven more good troops.”

Gareth almost said no, and then he thought of all the times his sergeant had saved his ass when he was but a lowly private. “Find a good replacement for yourself, Sergeant Major. You and your men can stand easy until the ship arrives.” The sergeant major snapped a quick salute, which Gareth returned as promptly, spun on his heel and headed back to the formation of men.

“You can’t do that!” The lieutenant barked, his mustaches quivering. The red complexion seemed to have come back to his face with a vengeance. “I am in charge. I was personally appointed by Senator Jin Minzhe himself.” The officer’s chest expanded, and Gareth shot a quick glance at Kiang. Chiu’s father simply rolled his eyes, and gave Gareth a noncommittal shrug, in effect telling him that he was free to do whatever he felt best. Beside him Shaw stood glaring at the officer.

Gareth smiled at the lieutenant. “Thank you, Lieutenant.” He said calmly. The officer frowned. “When we evacuate Oseothan I will make sure that neither you nor your sponsor leave this world. I sincerely hope that you enjoy each other’s company.” The man’s eyes widened, his lips drawing back from his teeth in a soundless snarl.

Gareth! Athena’s warning hissed in his mind. His blood pressure is skyrocketing, and he’s going to attack you.

Really? He replied with a slow laconic thought as the lieutenant reached for his sword. As the sword cleared the sheath Gareth pointed a finger and murmured a single word he had waiting in the back of his mind. The sword shimmered for a second before it began to glow red. The blade sagged and bent, and the Lieutenant dropped the weapon with a shriek, staring at his blistered hand. Gareth caught the sergeant major’s eye. “Take this man into custody, Sergeant Major. The charge is assault on an Operative of the Nine.”

The sergeant made a curt gesture at two other soldiers who stepped forward. “He tried to kill you, Sir.”

Gareth’s smile was feral. “He couldn’t have killed me with ten swords. Take him into custody, tie him and gag him. When you leave to return to the barracks you can untie his feet. Letting him walk will be easier than dragging him.”

The sergeant snapped a salute. “Aye, Aye Sir.”

Gareth turned back to Chiu’s parents as the struggling officer was half dragged away by his grinning troops. Shaw stood, her arm around her daughter’s shoulder, one eyebrow raised. “This is going to be a very good story, I can just tell.”

Gareth let out a small laugh. “Not so good that I want to tell it twice.” He looked up to where the SS Spray was just pulling up to the dock. Men on the ship were tossing lines to the dockworkers, who quickly affixed them to heavy bollards on the dock to the accompaniment of good natured shouts and taunts from both sides. Standing on the deck, Lyndra, his other partner, and Mairi his daughter were watching him with wide eyes. Gareth looked on, saying nothing as the marine contingent aboard the steamship straggled out onto the dock to stand milling about aimlessly. Gareth crooked a finger to the sergeant major and then turned, making a bee line for an NCO he recognized. The sergeant’s uniform was dirty, and he needed a shave. He looked up with bleary eyes as Gareth approached. Saying not a single word, Gareth calmly tore the stripes from the man’s arms. “You may join the rest of the platoon, Private Masato.” Glancing over the former sergeant’s shoulders, he tossed the stripes to a young man. “Corporal Xianliang, these stripes are now yours. Give your Corporal stripes to PFC Yong. Corporal Yong can give her privates stripes to Private Masato.” He nodded to the young woman standing beside him. “When you have done that grab your kit and wait for us in that.” He pointed to the shuttle and grinned. “Don’t take one of the front two seats.”

Sergeant Xianliang and Corporal Yong threw him a quick salute, which he returned just as fast. “Aye, Aye Sir.” They replied in unison, wide grins on their faces. Picking up small bags at their feet, and with their weapon in their other hand they headed for the shuttle at a jog.

Gareth turned to the sergeant major. “Take these people,” he said the word with a certain amount of disgust, “back to the barracks. Do whatever you see fit, including firing the ones you think are unsuitable, but make them into marines I can be proud of. Make them into a team that can trust each other. I will have no bullies. Am I clear?” He asked, with a little more anger in his voice than necessary.

The new sergeant major looked over the slovenly troops, the scowl imprinted on his face foreshadowing months of coming agony for the unlucky troops. “Aye Aye, Sir. I’ll make them marines, or I’ll break them.”

Gareth smiled. “Very good, Sergeant Major Chihu. If the politicians try to pull your strings let me know and I will take care of that little problem. I’ll be in touch for those volunteers.” He glanced at the soldiers milling about the dock in front of the SS Spray. “None of these get to volunteer.” The sergeant major returned a cold smile before he turned away. Gareth watched the sergeant’s retreating back for a moment or two, before turning back to Kiang and Shaw. He put his arm around his wife. “Why don’t we all go on board the SS Spray, and I’ll tell you all a story, and answer any questions I can.

Gareth looked at the stunned faces that regarded him across the galley table in a room that still held the flavor of fish chowder in the air. “So that’s the way it stands at the moment.” He finished the recap of his most recent adventures. “The whole moon scenario was a ruse, but led to a real chance for evacuation… if we can find a habitable world.” He smiled at the faces around the table. “That’s my job. Kiang and Shaw need to get the word out, and start preparing. Since the people of Oseothan are the closest to The Yeugate, they will go first—just as soon as I find a suitable world.” He smiled at the young elven woman sitting at the far end of the table. “Eriato Southorn, you will do the same with your people.” His eyes swung to a swarthy sea captain standing by the door. “Captain Evvos. You will have to set your ship up to transport people. We have limited gates available, and I want to evacuate as many as I can. In order to do that we have to get them here to Puasheehchester. Small boats can be conscripted to transport them closer to The Yeugate.”

The weathered man rubbed his bristled jaw. “I can do that fer ye.”

Gareth sighed. “For us, my friend. You and your crew will probably be the last to go through the gateway.” He looked around the now silent room. “If we thought we were busy before, we were mistaken.” He chuckled dryly. “I have two young marines in the shuttle already, and I’m taking Lyndra and Mairi. Sergeant Major Chihu of the Oseothan marines will provide me with another dozen volunteers for exploration.” He gave them all a level look. “We need one habitable world; anything more than that is a bonus. The first people through will need to be the pioneers; people well versed in survival skills. They will pave the way for the others.”

Ria’s head tilted slightly to the side, and her smile was thoughtful. “Elves make good trackers and explorers. Elf teams could go in and find suitable spots for an encampment.”

Gareth gave her a hard look. “There have been hard feelings between elves and other races.” He said bluntly.

Shaw interrupted his train of thought. “The people of Oseothan are a bit more tolerant than you think, Gareth. We’ll take all the help we can get.”

He smiled his thanks at his mother-in-law. “Thank you, Shaw. Send runners to everyone you can, and remember to let the dwarves know.” He chuckled to himself. “I’ll let the dragons know myself.”

Kiang looked up; concern written on his lean face. “What about those who do not wish to go?”

Gareth shut his eyes. “I will force no one to leave, but if they stay, they will die. It’s that simple.” He slapped his hand to his forehead. “Have your botanists begin preparing seeds and cuttings for transport to the new worlds. If we’re lucky, some of those worlds will already have a Terran ecosystem, but if not…” He shrugged. “We have to go now. It’s still a few hours to The Yeugate, and I want to get a good night sleep before I set out tomorrow.”

Shaw and her daughter exchanged a quick glance, and Gareth knew they had been having a heated discussion. Shaw spoke up. “How will you handle things tomorrow?” Her voice was calm, but her blue eyes were intent.

Gareth smiled. “Ell is working on a device called a deadman switch. It activates if someone releases it. I will go through the gateway to the first world tomorrow, holding the deadman switch. If, after fifteen minutes I do not return one of the two marines will follow, also holding a deadman switch. He or she will return immediately to report. If neither explorer returns within thirty minutes the world will be deemed dangerous, and struck from the list. Explorers will be armed and wearing EVA suits.” He gave her a sad look. “This situation is too important to trust to just one man or woman. I’ve taken all the safety measures I can think of, but if I fall someone else HAS to explore the next world. The fate of all that live on Eldenworld depends on it.” Shaw’s face was bleak, but she slowly nodded her head. “In a few months we will have several aircraft available to us, and we can set up a daily shuttle service to and from The Yeugate.” He stood, and gave the others a crooked smile. “We’ll be in touch.” Without further ado he turned to the door, Chiu, Lyndra and Mairi on his heels.

In the shuttle sitting beside the marines he found Kuan Yang; a thin ferret faced man with long lanky black hair, tied back with a simple leather strap. His small dark eyes darted about, and his long nose twitched, adding to the man’s weasel-like appearance. He spoke with diphthongs and “musical” intonation of an Irish brogue. Releasing him from incarceration on an unspecified charge, Shaw had arranged for him to be their local guide, at least for the initial journey to The Yeugate. Since then he had been their companion, sometimes guide and their friend.

“What are you doing here?” Chiu asked, stopping so quickly that Gareth actually bumped into her.

“Why…” He added with a slow smile. “Ye’ll need a guide where yer going, I’m thinking.”

Chiu glared at the small man. “Do you have any idea where we’re going?”

Kuan’s nose twitched in mirth, and his intelligent eyes sparkled. “No. Do you?”


Chapter 3

XOLIA

The shuttle banked gently as it slid into the Transit Terminal of The Yeugate. Through the glass walls the setting red sun had turned the sky the color of blood. Gareth stopped for a moment as he exited the shuttle to stare at the red sky. He found that he missed the yellow sun of his Earth, thirty-eight thousand years in the past, before the war with the Ecothiax had fatally damaged the sun beyond any hope of repair and sent the continents drifting to result in shifts that should have taken millions of years, rather than tens of thousands.

Mairi, his adopted daughter, touched his shoulder. “We’ll come out of this all right, you’ll see.”

He smiled at her, putting his hand on hers. “Ever the optimist.”

“I have faith in you, father.” She said in a sincere voice.

“I hope it’s not misplaced.” He murmured as a long conveyance that looked similar to a caterpillar with open sides, slid to a stop beside him.

“This will take you all to your rooms.” The voice of Ell said quietly out of the air. “All your friends have individual rooms, while your daughter has her own bedroom in your suite. Is that acceptable?”

Gareth glanced at Lyndra, and gave the woman a quick wink. “As long as the master bed in the suite will accommodate three.”

“It will by the time you get there, Gareth.”

“Thank you, Ell.”

“My pleasure.”

“Ell, please keep the speed reasonable. We’re not trying to break records here.”

There was actually a quiet laugh from the air around them. “As you wish. While you were away the dining room was returned to full operation, if you care to make your dining a social event.”

Gareth glanced at his fellow travelers. “That would be pleasant. Why don’t you give us an hour to clean up, and have the transport meet us in front of our rooms?”

“Very good. I will provide clean clothes, if you would like.”

“You think of everything.” He chuckled.

“Someone has to.” Ell replied dryly.

Most of the company spent their evening gazing out of the transparent wall at the stars as they appeared over the mountainous skyline. Conversation was hushed, and Gareth summoned the transport as soon as desert was finished, so that all would be fresh in the morning.

The next day the newly promoted Sergeant Xianliang stood looking up at the top of the shining gateway, his mouth hanging open. Standing beside him in her new uniform, Corporal Yong gasped. “It’s so big!”

Gareth nodded. “It’s designed to let a modest spacecraft through, something larger than the little shuttle.”

“Oh!” She squeaked, in a very small voice.

Gareth snapped on his EVA belt, and looked up at Sergeant Xianliang. “Are you comfortable with your belt?” He asked.

He saw the young man swallow nervously. “Aye, Aye, Sir. I’m comfortable enough with the belt, but the thought of stepping across lightyears gives me the willies.”

Gareth chuckled. “It gives me the willies too, Sergeant.” He pushed the single button, activating the EVA suit, belted on his Colt and finally picked up the deadman switch. Chiu, Lyndra and Mairi were standing a little apart, their arms about each other. They’d all said their goodbyes earlier that morning, in the privacy of their room.

“You be careful.” Chiu said in a voice barely above a whisper.

Gareth gave her a quick smile, and turned to the gate. “Ell activate the gateway, and since we don’t have any idea which world we’re going to, select one of the ten coordinates at random.”

There was no dramatic pulsing within the gate, nor was there even a single sound. A light on the operator’s console turned green. “The gateway is operational.” Ell murmured with a calm voice. “Bonne route.”

“Merci.” Gareth muttered before he inhaled a deep breath and took a single step a thousand light years long. His heart was pounding in his chest, and he could feel Athena’s presence, looking through his eyes.

Pressure squeezed every square inch of his body, and the dead blackness threatened to suffocate him. His hand began to release the deadman switch, when a voice stopped him.

Stop! Athena commanded. You are under six meters of water at night. In your EVA suit you’re in no danger.

Six meters? Are you sure? he asked, his thoughts panicky. Athena answered with silence. Silly question. He grumbled, mentally commanding a flotation ring on his EVA suit to inflate. In fifteen seconds, he popped to the surface like a cork. A small green display appeared in the corner of his vision informing him that the environment was suitable for human use. The distant horizon was just turning silver, and in the half-light, he could make out a mountainous landmass a thousand meters to his right. Commanding his ring to deflate, he watched a trifle regretfully as water closed over his head and the darkness once more swallowed him. Just as soon as he reached the ocean bottom, he released the deadman switch.

Water dripped on the gate platform as Gareth thumbed the EVA suit off. He stood smirking at the others.

“Water?” Chiu asked the obvious question.

“I came out six meters underwater.” He explained calmly, and then to the air. “Ell, could you have Shyrrik please bring the shuttle around. I hope it can take a depth of six meters.”

“The Mark XII combat shuttle can handle pressures up to a kilometer. Shyrrik is bringing it around.” There was a slight edge to Ell’s voice.

“Jealousy doesn’t become you, Ell.” Gareth said matter-of-factly. “When we depart the solar system you will be flying the destroyer you told me about.”

“I will?” Ell’s voice exclaimed out of the air with a note of excitement.

“You’re the brightest of the AI’s, and I think I’d rather have you commanding our fleet than anyone else.”

“Fleet?”

He chuckled again. “Yeah, the mothballed fleet.”

“Cool!” Ell whispered. “That Momar class destroyer has more than enough memory room for me, although I might add a few petabytes just to make sure.” Gareth just shook his head. She hadn’t even moved in yet, and already she was planning on painting the walls.

There was a rumble, and out of the clear morning sky the shuttle banked in to land on the gateway platform, the rear loading ramp already cycling open. Gareth made his way into the shuttle, stopping once to point out the weapon racks to the two young marines. He quickly belted in, with Chiu at his side, and glanced down at the domed top of Shyrrik resting between them. “This is a little more exciting than running a lunar base, I should think.” He quipped.

“You have no idea how bored I was.” Shyrrik confirmed. “I was originally designed to command a capital ship during the Earth Ecothiax wars. Rather than decommission me, the bean-counters pulled me out of a battlewagon after the war, and stuck me in an administrative position on the moon. They never considered asking what I thought about it.” She said acidly, and then her voice calmed. But now I’m flying again, and exploring new worlds.”

“Can you handle a frigate?”

“No problem. Why do you ask?”

Gareth bit his lip. “Although I hate to give her up, this shuttle is a little small, and…’

“Did you know that a frigate can hold two of these shuttles?”

Gareth grinned. “That’s good to know. Why don’t we go find out what world this is?”

The ramp raised smoothly, and the shuttle slid forward, a meter above the platform. “The gateway is active.” Ell said calmly from the overhead speaker. The shuttle slid into blackness, and low interior lights flickered on as it angled toward the surface. In the brilliant exterior lights Gareth saw a large silver school of Mackerel flash by to port, and an idea began to form in his mind. The shuttle edged into the clear morning air, rose to a height of one hundred meters and stopped.

“Sensors indicate that the planet is capable of sustaining human life. People should flourish here, should already be flourishing here.” Shyrrik added in a businesslike tone.

“Bring us up to forty thousand meters, and let’s do a couple of orbits of this world, before we set down on the island to my right.”

The shuttle shot for the sky, the world quickly dropping away below them and Gareth heard a strange sound. It took him a moment to realize that Shyrrik was actually humming to herself.

In the forward view screen, the island grew quickly. “Sensors indicate that this landmass, the only landmass on the world, is approximately the size of Australia, back on your Earth.” The shuttle banked to port and began to slow, heading for a wide meadow set beside a large dark blue mountain lake, only one of several large bodies of water on the small continent. White capped peaks rose all around them. “Welcome to Xolia, ladies and gentlemen.” Shyrrik announced grandly. The shuttle shuddered slightly as it landed, and the ramp slid open. The air that flowed into the open door was cold and sweet.

“Send out a few drones to look for signs of people or structures. marines out and take up defensive positions. Remember Ojor Cay.” He said, reminding the young marines of four other marines who hadn’t heeded Gareth’s warnings, and had been eaten by a hostile environment. He saw the two shudder and grip their weapons more firmly. Three silver baseball sized sensor spheres streaked away from the shuttle. One dipped, skimming the top of the blue lake with silver ripples, before it gained altitude and disappeared into the dense woods beyond.

“The water in the lake is potable, and sensors indicate a large number of trout, bass and sturgeon. The grasses and trees are Terran stock. Sensors on the other pods indicate thirty-seven different varieties of avian species, several different cats, bears, rodents, a number of herbivores and thousands of different species of insects. Again, all lifeforms seem to be Terran stock, but the landmass, although of modest size is alone on the planet. That is a drawback.” Gareth stood in the grass, letting the yellow sun beat on his face, his eyes closed. It was a good feeling. “There are signs of an old settlement on the northern end of the island.” Shyrrik said, interrupting his reverie.

“Have your probes meet us there.” He replied to Shyrrik, then cupped his hands to his mouth. “Allright folks,” he shouted, “let’s head back. Marines form a defense as the others return. Remember, you’re first out and last in.”

Two voices echoed “first out, last in, Aye, Aye!”

The old encampment was simply the remains of ten plastic-walled buildings. An effort had been made to clear a hectare of land, where smaller trees and shrubs were slowly returning. Gareth guessed a herbicide had been used, and after this length of time was only now losing its potency. A stainless-steel pole rose in the center of the small compound, festooned with the remains of various pieces of equipment. There were no graveyards that he could see, but after this length of time even the graves would have gone back to nature.

Chiu touched his arm. “This is a sad place.” She murmured with a small sniff. “They stayed here a while, and just gave up.”

Gareth’s smile was bitter. “It wasn’t easy enough for them. Living here meant that you had to work for your food, and the clothes on your back, and the fire that kept you warm.” He gave her a hug. “I know some people who will be very happy here.”

Lyndra, standing on his other side caught his thought, for she too was his familiar like Chiu. Her green eyes widened. “They will love it.” She whispered. “And they will cherish it.”

Chui turned to him as the shuttle lifted off on the return trip to The Yeugate gateway. “What was that cat I saw at the edge of the woods? It didn’t seem afraid of us at all, only curious.”

Gareth frowned. “I jaguar, I think. What’s your opinion, Shyrrik?”

“The creature is a panthera onca, more commonly known as a jaguar.” The AI filled in. “Obviously a clone from an extinct Earth species, this big cat appears to be flourishing.”

“My thoughts exactly.” Gareth said with a smile as the shuttle headed for the ocean, and the gateway beneath.

“I certainly hope that the new custodians don’t hunt it into extinction.” Shyrrik sounded a little put-off.

“Oh, I don’t think that will happen.” Gareth murmured as the shuttle slipped through the gateway.

“How can you be so…” Shyrrik stopped in mid-sentence. “You plan on moving the elves onto Xolia. That’s why the three of you have that smug look on your faces.” A soft laugh came out of the speaker. “Good call.”

Gareth crossed his arms and leaned back, as the shuttle settled on the gateway platform. “You solved half of the riddle, now solve the other half.” He winked at Chiu.

“Half??” Shyrrik asked, as the rear ramp lowered. There was a long pause. “The gateway is underwater. You are going to evacuate the dolphins and the whales to Xolia, probably through the Jafelon gate if you can get it working.” Shyrrik sounded surprised.

“That is my intention, Shyrrik.”

“You’re quite inventive… for a human. You might be able to pull it off.” The AI admitted finally. “How long do we have?”

Gareth noticed the use of the word ‘we’, and grinned to himself. Can you answer them Athena? He asked in his mind.

Not as long as I originally thought. Athena’s thought carried a grim tone. It appears that the data I was basing my forecast on was provided by the same source that said blowing up the moon would save the Earth. My own sensors say that the leading edge of the radiation will arrive in five years, if not a bit sooner.

Gareth shut his eyes so that neither Chiu nor Shirrik would see the pain he knew was there for all to see, if they only looked. What do I do, Athena? How do I get all— How many are there? —off the Earth and to safety?

A million, more or less. She answered gently. And you do the best you can. You’ve already done much more than I ever hoped, or even dreamed.

Can you break things down a little better for me; tell me how many of each race I’m looking at evacuating?

Ummmm. She hesitated. I’ll see what I can do.

Try hard, Athena. I really need those numbers.

I’ll try. She whispered.

Gareth opened his eyes, and Chiu needed only one glance to tell her something was wrong. He gave her a crooked smile. “We have five years to evacuate a million intelligent beings.” He said to Shyrrik.

“We are so screwed.” Chiu, sitting at his side muttered darkly.

Gareth almost laughed. “You said that once before, just after I arrived on Eldenworld.”

“Well, we were screwed then too.” She replied doggedly.

“We managed to pull it out of the fire that time. We’ll do our best to do it again this time.”

Chui gave him a sad little smile. “We can save the elves, the dolphins and the whales at least.”

“Five years is a long time.” He said firmly. “We can do better than that. I hope to have the Qual on their way home in two months. We’ll keep the transports moving the true aliens back to their homeworlds as long as we can. If we run out of time we stuff them through a gateway and sort things out later, if we can.”

Chiu had her eyes closed. “I need a drink. This is all so confusing.”

Gareth unbuckled himself from his seat and stood. Beside himself and Chiu, the shuttle was now empty. “We should go.”

Chiu stood. “What about the true humans, the ones who can’t wield magic or shapeshift?”

Gareth stepped off the ramp and wrapped his arm about Chiu’s shoulders. “I have no idea… yet.”

Dinner that night was a quiet affair, with Gareth, Chiu and Lyndra splitting a liter of wine to go with their steak. The two young marines and their small guide split another. Lyndra now shared their wine at meals, but limited her intake to one small glass.

Kuan stared longingly at the empty wine bottle after dinner was over, but didn’t bother ordering more.

The next morning was overcast and gray, with heavy clouds threatening rain at any moment. A cold wind moaned out of the north despite the fact that is was supposed to be mid-summer. Gareth looked over his shoulder to where the rest of the intrepid explorers were huddled under the open ramp of the shuttle. A cold drop of rain hit his forehead, and he calmly turned on the EVA suit. Another drop stopped a half-inch from his nose, and skittered off. He picked up and buckled on the Colt, and then picked up the deadman switch. The rain was falling harder as he stepped through the gateway… and into bright yellow sunlight. He waited for a moment as the suit analyzed the environment and then… The small display in his line of sight indicated safe for humans. He let out a deep breath he didn’t know that he had been holding and released the deadman switch.

A look of surprise crossed the five waiting faces as he turned off his EVA suit. “Pack it up boys and girls, we’re going for a road trip.” He winked at Chiu. “It looks to be a nice world, warm yellow sun, glorious rings.”

“That would make it Vurean.” Shyrrik murmured as he sat down and buckled himself in.

“What else does the tourist brochure say about the place.” Chiu asked as she squirmed into her seat.

“The only note says the world is metals poor.” Shyrrik replied.

“Let’s go see.” Gareth grinned. The shuttle lifted slowly from the platform and coasted toward the gate. On the other side they floated out of the gateway and down a long rounded hill toward a wide verdant valley. Over another small rise the land sloped sharply down to a boundless blue ocean. Despite the time that had passed since man last trod this world, Gareth could still see the scars in the valley left by the ancient strip mining. A number of long stone buildings edged the mining site.

“Sensors corroborate the brochure. There is virtually no metal on this world. From the tailings of the mine it looks as though the original settlers were digging for metals of any sort. They found nothing. Sensors also indicate nothing in the uranium family of heavy metals. That means no nuclear power plants, no wires for power lines, no metal hulls for boats.” Shyrrik sounded somewhat disappointed.

“It also means no metal for swords and no gold to squabble over.” Gareth grinned. “How about game for food?”

“The wildlife is plentiful and the soil is rich. Like the last world, there are indications that this world has been seeded with Terran stock.”

Gareth nodded, and leaned back in his seat. “That’s very good. Take us up as high as you can and still get accurate sensor readings, and do a ball of twine search.”

“As you wish.” The shuttle shot for the heavens. “Sensors pick up three operational communication satellites in orbit, but there are no transmissions of any sort from the planet. No transmissions and no power sources.”

“Geography?” Gareth asked.

“This world is perhaps fifty times the size of Terra. Ninety percent water, the land masses seem to be simple groups of islands, scattered randomly about the oceans. There are indications of an ancient civilization here, but that was millions of years ago. I’ve counted twenty five separate groups of islands, each group containing landmass equivalent to that of Earth. I did find one indication of metal, and that was in a large impact crater.”

“Geology?”

“Stable. The fires that caused the continents to shift died millions of years ago. Before you ask, the sun is fairly young. This system will be viable for billions of years to come.”

Gareth smiled. “I think that I might just have found a home for the traditional non-magical humans. Depending on their numbers, I might scatter a few other races about the planet also. This world is certainly big enough.” He rubbed his chin. “In a worst case scenario, we could evacuate the entire population of Eldenworld to these islands. The civilizations that arose might be limited, but they would be alive.” He looked down at a particularly dense rain forest. “I’m sure that there are foods and pharmaceuticals the locals could use to trade for higher tech products.”

Chiu pressed her nose to the view screen and pointed. “What’s that down there?” The shuttle banked as it began to spiral lower.

Gareth looked and blinked. “Well now. That’s something you don’t see every day.” The shuttle swooped low over a herd of animals that looked strikingly like triceratops, but in eye watering magenta. Some distance away they were being stalked by a bright orange tyrannosaurus. Terran seeding again?” He asked the AI in a dry voice.

“Except for the color, yes.”

“Someone had a sense of humor. Let’s go see some of the other island groups.”

“As you wish.” The shuttle banked sharply and accelerated, breaking the sound barrier with a loud boom that sent the triceratops running in one direction while the tyrannosaurus headed off in the other.

Dinner that night was much more jovial, and Gareth introduced the small company to pizza and beer. He decided to wait for a later date to crank up the rock and roll. The six members of the exploratory team had been arguing, good naturedly, over what to name the four abandoned outposts they’d found on Vurean. Gareth opted for New York, London, Paris and Moscow. His suggestions met with little enthusiasm… hence the arguments. They finally agreed that one would be named New York. The second and third had names he couldn’t pronounce without dislocating his jaw, and the name of the fourth sounded like a sneeze. At least one was named New York. By the time he got back to the suite Chiu and Lyndra were already asleep, sprawled across the bed. Gareth sighed, and headed for the sofa, which morphed into a surprisingly comfortable bed. In thirty-eight thousand years something had changed for the better.

It had been decided at dinner the previous night that Gareth would be accompanied by at least one marine from the start of each of his explorations. Today it was Corporal Yong’s turn, and the young woman looked alternately excited and scared about the adventure.

“Please dial up our next destination, Ell.”

The green light appeared on the operator’s panel. “The Gateway is ready, Gareth. Safe journey.”

Gareth swallowed. “Thank you.” He muttered as he stepped through the gateway. He took three long strides forward, to give Corporal Yong room to arrive behind him and stopped, his jaw hanging open. Golden morning sunlight streamed through tall trees while vines festooned with thousands of trumpet shaped blue flowers hung from the gateway and lower branches of the nearby trees. The very air seemed golden and pleasant, and the sunlight was warm on his cheek through the clear helmet. He tapped his foot impatiently as he waited for the EVA suit’s computer to do its analysis.

“The environment is safe for human occupation.” The voice of the suit said calmly. “No dangerous substances have been discovered. Gravity is one point zero two Earth standard. The temperature is twenty degrees Celsius with an absolute pressure of one zero one, point three seven five kilopascals. Gaseous mixture of the atmosphere is well within Earth norm, and no pathogens have been discovered.”

Gareth watched what appeared to be a monarch butterfly drift by in the light morning breeze. He touched the button on his EVA suit, and smiled as the fresh cool breeze that smelled of sweet pollens touched his cheek. He opened his mouth and was about to tell the young Corporal to join him in the morning air when Athena interrupted him.

Gareth, stop!! He froze, an automatic frown coming to his face. Tell Corporal Yong to turn around and activate full decontamination protocols for her EVA suit. You have been exposed to a deadly spore carried by the pollens of the blue flowers you see all around you. The spores are not within the programming parameters of the EVA suit. With my help you may survive. His frown deepened at the use of the word ‘may’. Have the corporal return immediately, and have your companions toss you a tent, sleeping bag and supplies for a month. From the rate the pathogen is spreading you only have a couple of hours until it incapacitates you.

Gareth swallowed. “Mei.” He said slowly, using the Corporal’s first name to get her attention. “I have been infected with a spore carried by the blue flowers you see around us. You must initiate full decontamination protocols for your EVA suit and return immediately. Have the others toss through a tent, sleeping bag and supplies for me to last a month. Under no circumstances are they to come through. If they do they will die. Go now! I don’t have much time to set up a camp before I become disabled.”

“But…” The young woman began, her dark eyes wide.

“Go! That’s an order.” He saw her release the deadman switch, and she was gone. With a sinking feeling he disabled his own deadman switch.

Athena, or an image of her was suddenly walking at his side. Like the last time he’d seen her in the MacDonald’s in Ensenada Mexico, this time she was dressed for the environment, with heavy denim pants, a red plaid wool shirt, the L.L. Bean logo evident on the tail, and well worn work boots. Her lustrous hair was tied back with a simple ribbon. “Down there, I think.” She said, pointing to a wide green swath of grass beside a gurgling rocky brook. She handed him his Gurka kukri that he was positive he’d left in the suite in The Yeugate. “Cut as much wood as you can. You are going to be very sick for a very long time, and won’t have the energy to chop wood.” Her face was concerned. “This is still your adventure, after all, and you have to do some of the work.”

He picked up the kukri and headed for the woods, taking what Athena had told him at face value. “If I run low on wood my companions can always bring through bundles of firewood and leave them by the fire. They will have to go through decontamination every time, but it will get me wood.”

Athena smiled. “And he’s smart too.” She pointed to piles of fallen limbs. “Chop, don’t talk.”

After an hour of chopping, and with a sizeable stack of wood, Gareth took a break to set up his camp from the supplies that had been tossed haphazardly through the gateway. He smiled when he picked up two, gallon bottles of water. He set up the tall dome tent facing the campfire and fairly close to the stream for fresh water. After Athena reassured him that there were no animals to worry about, he stacked his supplies neatly by the tent, prepared his Qual silk sleeping bag and built a low fire in a hastily constructed circle of stones. He was starting to shake and sweat when he finally collapsed into one of two low camping chairs he had set up near the fire, a warm blanket draped across his shoulders and wrapped around his chest.

“I feel moderately unwell.” He rasped in a gravelly voice, blinking at Athena with bleary eyes.

She gave him a small sad smile. “You look moderately miserable.” She replied.

He cackled a laugh. “This hero business isn’t all it’s cut out to be. Hero’s aren’t supposed to get sick.”

She reached out, touching his forehead as she frowned. “Technically, you aren’t sick.”

“Oh? Then what am I?” He suddenly found that he was too dizzy to laugh.

“You’re dying.” She said in a serious voice. “That’s why I’m here. I have too much invested in you to give it all up to a silly blue flower. Now, get up while you still can, and take off your clothes. You need to get into your sleeping bag.” Reaching down, she helped him to his feet, and shuffle his way to the tent, two meters away. To Gareth it felt like two kilometers.

Gareth finally crawled into his bag, sealing the fine silky material up to his chin. For some reason he couldn’t stop shaking. He glanced over at Athena, who was sitting in a camp chair by his bed. “Why are you doing this for me?”

She smiled. “It’s what friends do for friends, dear one.”

“I thought I was simply an employee.” He replied through chattering teeth.

“You passed that point years ago, my Gareth. An employee would have asked for more pay… for any pay in fact. You simply pushed ahead.” She took a cool damp cloth and wiped his forehead. “I told you once, that I would find a payment for you commensurate with your abilities. This illness will serve nicely.”

“What? I don’t understand.”

“You will when you get better.” She purred, her voice silky.

“I thought you said I was dying.” His thoughts were getting muzzy.

“You are.” She touched his hot face with her cool fingertips. “Sleep my Gareth. The road to your recovery is long, and will take at least a full month, if not two.”

“I don’t have a month to…”

She touched his forehead. “Sleep.” His eyes shut and he slept.

It was two weeks before Gareth regained consciousness. He blinked and sat up in his sleeping bag, wrinkling his nose at the sour smell of sickness and dried sweat that clung to the silky material like an unhealthy miasma. Unsealing the bag, he crawled out on his hands and knees. Holding out an arm, he was shocked at his thinness. All of his ribs were visible, and his legs looked like toothpicks. With an effort he found that he could barely stand. Suddenly an arm was supporting him, and he looked up into Athena’s smiling face.

“Your body burned up all its reserves fighting foreign bacteria in your blood. Your immune system has produced antibodies to the lethal bacteria, rendering it harmless to you. Your body, however, is below critical reserves.” Her eyes were sad. “You look like an inmate of a concentration camp.” She led him slowly outside, into the blazing sunlight. I have a pot of porridge on the fire. You need to eat.”

He couldn’t withhold his snarl. “I really don’t like porridge.” He muttered.

Athena laughed and handed him a steaming bowl. “Eat in very small bites. If you eat anything more you will throw up, and vomiting in your current weakened state isn’t recommended.”

He nearly fell into the nearest chair. “As you wish, doctor.” He took a bite… and then another. Very soon he handed back an empty bowl with a sheepish look on his face. “I apologize. That was good porridge.” He patted the tiny bulge that was evident in his shrunken stomach.

She handed him a glass of water. “Drink this all. You are dehydrated.” He finished the water and handed the glass back. “Now, if you feel a little better, I recommend stripping and bathing in the stream. Your dragon blood will keep you warm.” She wrinkled her nose. “I will see to fresh bedding.”

Gareth looked at her for a long time, before he reached out and took her hand in his frail bony one, raising it to his withered lips. He raised his eyes to hers. “Thank you for saving my life, Athena.”

“You’re welcome.” She replied, after only a moment’s hesitation. A hint of a flush stole up her cheeks. “Now wash.” She pointed at the stream with her other hand.

He was shaking again as he pulled his semi-clean body back into the new Qual silk sleeping bag. Both he and the bag, he noted with some pleasure, smelled much better. He passed out more than fell asleep.

There was an IV in his right arm when he woke the next time, and he found he was too weak to sit up. “What happened?”

“You had a relapse.” Athena’s voice was flat.

He frowned when he noticed a yellow box sitting on the floor of the tent, beside Athena’s chair. “Is that a defibrillator?”

“As a matter of fact, it is. Your heart stopped twice, and I had to give you a jump start.”

Gareth rolled his eyes. It was about all he had the strength to do. “I’m going to be working for you forever to repay all of this.” He muttered.

Her smile was sympathetic. “You almost got it right. You’ll be working with me.”

Gareth tried to reply, but the world chose that moment to go dark and he lost track of time.

The IV was gone this time, when he blinked and sat up. A small solar powered lantern hung in the center of the tent, casting a warm yellow glow on the interior. Through the front of the tent he could see Athena’s back as she sat before the flickering fire. Unzipping the bag, he swung his feet to the floor. He didn’t look as emaciated as he had the first time. He frowned when he noticed the fresh smell in the sleeping bag, and the fresh look of his boxers. Both he and the bed had been laundered at least once. He took a deep breath, and was surprised to find that he felt good. His pants and shirt were sitting neatly folded on the small camp chair beside the bed. He slipped them on and padded outside in his bare feet.

“Good morning, Gareth.” Athena murmured, not looking around.

“Good morning lovely lady.” He returned, sitting on a convenient log and stretching out his bare feet to the fire. “I find that I am in your debt even more this time.”

She sighed, still not looking around. “Why don’t we just drop the (who owes who what)? You sacrificed your life to do a job I asked you to do… for nothing. You never asked for one single thing. I think I’m the one who is in your debt, to be honest.”

Gareth chuckled. “Yeah, well I wish someone else had been the fool to turn off their EVA suit. I could have foregone all the unpleasantness.”

Athena did turn to face him at last, and Gareth could see her fine face was lined with worry. “If any other had become infected they would have died. It’s as simple as that. No amount of effort could have pulled them through.” A slow smile smoothed the worry lines on her face. “You did survive, however, and now a serum can be made from your blood to immunize those that would live here.” Her laugh was low and throaty. “None will ever invade this world.”

“You didn’t have to worry about getting infected?”

“As Ell told you, I am a noncorporeal, multi-dimensional being. The bacteria from the spores aren’t lethal to me, thank goodness. You survived because you are now partly as I am, and that part saved your life, or at least made you harder to kill.”

Gareth stared at the fire. “How long have I been here?”

Athena sighed. “Seven weeks. In one more week you should be well enough to go back. Tell Ell what I said about the serum. Since it’s more or less central to the Decade Worlds, this would be an ideal world for the Aebbea, I’m thinking.”

Gareth looked up at the dark night sky, and breathed deeply of the sweet air. “I believe you’re right.” He stifled a yawn. “I think I’ll have a little of your porridge, and go back to bed. Tomorrow I may explore. Would you like to come?”

Athena chuckled. “I’ve already traveled around and seen what there is to see. It’s not very exciting watching you lying there snoring. I had to do something.”

“You could try knitting.” He said slyly. She stuck her tongue out at him.

He laughed, and gave her a deep bow. “Good night Athena, and thank you.”

She stood and stretched. “Good night, Gareth. I’ll tell Chiu that you are on the mend and should cycle back to The Yeugate in about a week. She and Lyndra were mad with worry.”

“Mairi wasn’t?” Gareth asked with a frown, thinking of his adopted daughter.

Athena let out a deep laugh. “Mairi is very much like you. The marines stopped her from going through the gate three times to see you. She tried to sneak into the detail of marines who brought us wood. Twice!” Athena shook her head. “I’ll let her know too.” She gave him a wink. “Ta ta!” She was gone.

In water a few scant degrees above freezing, Athena had left the eggs and ham sitting at the edge of the stream, and Gareth found coffee in a small resealable plastic bag. Birds that he had never noticed before, probably because he was too sick to care, chirped and trilled around his head as he ate and soon, after cleaning his utensils, he was walking down an old trail, further into the woods. Someone had conveniently left a knob-headed walking stick along the path that doubled as a cane. Gareth found this feature useful when his legs proved to be a little shakier than he remembered.

The settlement consisted of a half dozen partially erected plastic domes. Trees had been felled, but not moved. Six stainless steel boxes the size of a case of beer sat evenly spaced just off the main path. As Gareth approached the first box, a three-meter transparent bubble suddenly wavered into existence around it and before him. Gareth frowned and stepped inside the bubble transport. A translucent seat appeared beneath him, and the globe rose a half meter into the air and stopped.

Gareth bit his lip. “Set this as camp one.” He said, guessing at the navigation protocols.

“Waypoint set.” A neutral voice said out of the air.

“Increase altitude to five hundred meters, and then proceed forward at one hundred kilometers per hour.” The pod obediently lifted off and began to travel sedately over the virgin forest. “Are there any other settlements on this world?” He asked as they swooped over a large mostly empty meadow. In the center a herd of thirty deer looked up from grazing, stared at the bubble for a moment, and went back to their repast.

“There are no further settlements on this world. This world was officially abandoned one week after it was first settled. Of the fifty members of the first settlement on Puborg, there were no survivors.” The voice said clinically.

A virulent bacteria indeed. Gareth thought to himself. “Take us up to five thousand meters and increase speed to Mach one point two.” The bubble shot forward, leaving the sonic boom far behind them.

Gareth returned to his humble camp as the sun began to set, to discover that his eyesight was blurring around the edges and his legs were trembling. He smiled to himself when he found the small pot of porridge sitting warm on the edge of the fire, and he wasted no time in rekindling the fire and putting on a pot of water for tea. The owls were calling to each other an hour later when he crawled into his sleeping bag and shut his eyes.

A week later, the equipment from his camp and two of the steel boxes that were the transport bubbles but in standby, were loaded onto a floating carry-all that followed him like an obedient dog. With this entourage, Gareth passed through the gateway and back to The Yeugate. He stood leaning on his cane, under the red sun as he was bathed in a thick decontamination field. A minute later the field flickered off.

“Welcome home.” The voice of Ell said from the air. “I’m glad to see you survived the ordeal.”

Gareth smiled. “I was told to tell you that an antidote can be produced from my blood to protect others from the effects of the bacteria.”

“I assume that you are speaking of Athena?”

“Yes.”

The AI was silent for several moments. “Do you realize that your corporeal body is rapidly evolving into something like Athena? When I first took my sensor reading of you no more than ten percent of your body was measurably different than human norm. That reading is now up to fifty percent.”

“If it hadn’t been for those changes in my physiology, I would be dead.”

“If that is what it took, I’m glad you survived. Do you feel any different?”

Gareth chuckled. “I’m weaker than I expected, and my whole body aches from the effects of the spore. Ask me again in a month.” He looked around the empty platform and frowned. Even the shuttle was missing. “Where is everybody?” He asked with some concern.

“As you requested, they are all off exploring the world of Gocaea. A harsh desert world, it is still safer than Puborg.”

“Speaking of Puborg.” Gareth muttered, leaning heavily on his walking stick. “You should take some of my blood without delay, and begin manufacturing an antidote to the pollen toxins. After that, immunizations should begin immediately for the residents of Oseothan. I'd like to begin sending them through to Puborg as soon as I can.”

“We should wait for a while. You are still weak, and can ill afford the loss of a half-liter of blood.”

“Will it kill me?” Gareth growled.

“No, but…” Ell paused for a moment. “You should go back to your suite before I take the blood. I insist.”

Gareth laughed. “Yes mother.” He muttered just as a small sausage shaped transparent conveyance floated up to Gareth. He glanced over his shoulder to where the small cart was just floating out of decontamination. “The two steel boxes are transports in standby. The rest is my camping gear. My Colt, the kukri and the EVA belt are in there somewhere, and I’d like those left out.” He struggled into the transport. “I’d appreciate it if you’d take me to my room. I’ll lie down and you can take all the blood you’d like.”

The AI made a noise Gareth could only identify as a sigh. “As you wish. Have you eaten today?”

Gareth coughed gently. “I forgot.”

“Fine. I’ll fix you a meal in your room.” Ell’s voice was definitely snippy. “Before you give blood.” She added.

It was three days later that Gareth, feeling much better and weighing several kilos heavier, stepped into a transportation pod, resting the cane beside him. Although he didn’t need it all the time, waves of weakness would occasionally sweep through him, and he found that using a cane was easier than picking himself up from the ground. He was somewhat surprised at how heavy his reliable Colt felt on his waist. As he stepped into the pod, he felt Athena’s presence beside him. Since his illness he could tell when she was and wasn’t around. It was a distinct surprise to him how much she was around, and a comfort.

The pod rose a meter and stopped. “Ell, please set the gateway for Gocaea.”

“Set and locked in. Say hello to your family for me.”

He chuckled. “I will. Pod, proceed to the gateway at a walking pace, and prepare for gateway transition.”

“As you wish.” The neutral voice said.

The air wavered as the transport bubble passed through the gateway, and Gareth winced at the glare. He thought for a moment, and then bit his tongue. Athena, how do I ask for something as simple as a pair of sunglasses? There was soft feminine laughter, and an object dropped onto his lap. He picked up his favorite pair of Ray Ban aviator sunglasses and slipped them on. The last time he remembered seeing them was tucked into the visor of his car, thirty-eight thousand years in the past. Thank you. He smiled. What would I ever do without you?

You won’t have to worry about that. She replied softly. He remembered that once he had posited the question of what Athena would do if he somehow managed to save most of the intelligent life on Earth. She had said that she would just have to go with him, and he had thought it a joke at the time. Now the joke seemed to be on him.

He took a breath and decided to get it out into the open. Athena, you seem to forget that I’m a happily married man. I don’t plan to leave Chiu for you. He held his breath.

I never intended to supplant Chiu in your life, Gareth. The voice said softly. Chiu, however, is only human and will not live forever. I am, you will find, very patient.

But that would mean…


Chapter 4

SEDONA

“Attention.” The voice of the pod said in a dull monotone. “Exterior temperature is currently forty-four degrees Celsius. Please take precautions when exiting the vehicle.”

“Thank you.” Gareth replied just as dryly. “Can you locate other people or transports?” He shuddered as he studied the blistered sandstone the gateway stood on, waves of heat making the air seem to ripple in the glare of the large yellow and the smaller white suns.

“Affirmative.” The voice replied. “There are a number of both people and at least one class five transport thirty-seven hundred kilometers from here at zero three seven degrees magnetic.”

“How quickly can we get there?”

“One hour at Mach four. Safety restrictions prevent me from going faster in an atmosphere environment. My sensors indicate no habitations, so the sonic boom should not be a problem.”

Gareth grinned. “Bring us up to one thousand meters, and go for it.” He leaned back in his seat and watched as endless kilometers of sand flowed by beneath him.

“There is something under the sand up ahead.” The AI in the pod murmured.

“Slow us down and decrease our altitude to sixty meters.” The pod dropped and slowed. At sixty kilometers per hour Gareth could see the sand beneath him churn. A black claw pushed out into the searing sunlight, and then another. “THAT is one big scorpion.” He commented as the creature pushed itself fully into the sunlight. Fifteen meters long and as black as coal, the creature snapped its claws at the translucent pod while the curved tail, complete with wicked looking barbed sting waved threateningly ten meters in the air. Chitinous armored plates on the head and sides of the body made the monstrosity a formidable opponent to any living creature and spoke of other, equally dangerous residents of this world. “I’ve seen enough. You can resume our course.” The sonic shockwave bowled the scorpion over, and Gareth saw it right itself instantly, snapping at the air in frustration with claws that could easily shear a man in two.

“We are approaching the northern escarpment.” The voice woke Gareth from a half-doze, and he blinked in surprise. Growing three thousand meters from the sand rose a weathered wall of black rock, stretching as far as he could see to the right and left. On top of the escarpment, and disappearing into the distance he could see tall forests of boreal and deciduous trees, and scattered rolling grasslands. Somewhere on the distant horizon he caught the glint of open water from a lake or small sea. In the direct path of the pod he could see the shuttle parked, and a small encampment of a dozen or so domes.

“How far does the escarpment stretch?” He asked in awe.

“The northern and southern escarpments encircle the world, approximately where the Arctic and Antarctic Circles do on Earth. The northern and southern green zones are the only habitable spots on the planet, as you have seen.”

“You might slow us down.” Gareth warned. “We don’t want to break any eardrums.”

“Slowing.” The monotone voice said. Gareth shook his head in disappointment. He was used to dealing with AIs that had almost human social skills, and now he was trying to talk with a can opener. Below him someone pointed, and Gareth could see a flurry of activity. The transparent pod set down beside the shuttle and Gareth picked up his cane. His muscles had stiffened during the long flight.

He saw the shocked expressions on the faces of the three women he loved most in the world as he walked toward them, leaning heavily on the cane. Chiu’s face had turned pale.

“You look terrible, Gareth.” There was a definite edge to the dark-haired woman’s voice. “I thought Athena said that you were better.”

He chuckled as he stopped before her. “Comparatively. I was only able to walk last week.”

Chiu looked stricken. “You mean Athena was telling us the truth when she said you died?”

He smiled sadly. “Twice. I saw the defibrillator sitting by my bed.”

The woman’s sapphire eyes blazed. “I should have been the one to…”

Gareth cut her off short. “You would have died, and there is nothing Athena or anyone else on any world could have done to save you. As it is, an anti-toxin is being manufactured from my blood. With its natural defense system, Puborg will be an ideal homeworld for the residents of Oseothan, after they are all inoculated of course.”

A welter of emotions crossed Chiu’s exquisite face, and finally she cursed. “Oh come here!” She said, flinging herself into his arms, and kissing him soundly. Gareth was very busy for several minutes sharing kisses all around, and it was a good sort of busy.

A smiling Lyndra pulled away from him slightly. “What’s with the soap bubble?” She asked, nodding at the transport pod.

“The former explorers at Puborg brought six planetary transport pods with them, as well as several equipment sleds. The pods went into standby when they weren’t used for a period of time. The encampment was in tatters, and even the bodies of the fifty colonists had returned back to the dirt.”

“Fifty?” Mairi said with a note of horror in her voice, her eyes going wide.

“That’s why the world was supposed to be proscribed, but of course we didn’t know that.” He gave his adopted daughter another kiss on the cheek. “Is this the only world you’ve checked so far?” He smiled, taking a deep breath of the cool air that smelled of pines and cedars. “I may just retire here.” He murmured to himself.

“This is the third.” Chiu said matter-of-factly. The first two we tried, we believe that they were Ceorean and Trilan, had locked their gates to transport.” She glared at him. “Locked the gate from the other side.”

His grin was feral. “That’s what they make Momar class Destroyers for; making house calls.”

Chiu’s eyes narrowed. “So that’s why you are having Ell reactivate all those old warships.”

He smiled and touched her cheek. “And it is why I asked your mother and father to put me together a bright military unit, from the university, to man the ship.

“How many will you need?” Lyndra asked, cocking her head to one side.

“About…” Gareth frowned. “I have no idea.” He hobbled over to the transportation pod and stuck his head through the clear wall. “Would you know the crew compliment of a Momar class destroyer?”

“The normal compliment,” the bland voice began, “is three hundred, of which fifty are marines to guard shore parties. The destroyer can be operated by as few as fifty, but it is not recommended.”

Gareth raised an eyebrow. “Well now.” He muttered to himself. “I have a lot to think about.”

You will not take any action until you are fully recovered, Ernst Gareth Köhler. The slightly grouchy voice of Athena murmured in the back of his mind. I went through considerable effort to keep you alive, and I would not see it all wasted.

Ahhh, Athena; just the person I wanted to speak to. He shot back at her. What do you think of this world? You mentioned that if I saved much of the intelligent population of Earth, I would save you too, and you would travel with me. So, what do you think? Could you live here?

Athena was silent for some time. Reach down and pick up a handful of soil. Ignoring the curious looks of his companions, Gareth walked a few meters into an open meadow, pulled up a straggly weed and stuck his hand into the loose soil beneath, scooping out a rounded handful of the rich black soil. Hold it out from you. As soon as his hand was stretched out the hand and soil began to glow, dimly at first and then so brightly he couldn’t look at it. His hand felt cool and comfortable. There. when he looked his hand was empty.

Did that tell you what you need to know? He asked, wiggling the fingers of the empty hand.

This is a young world. Athena said quietly. Younger still than Earth when humans first crawled from the seas. The soil is rich. The life you see here, both plant and animal, was imported. She made a humming sound. Still and all… it’s a good world, better than Earth even. I will be happy here.

I was hoping you might. Gareth replied just as softly. I can picture a big caravanserai, larger even that the Inn of the Seven Sisters, built up here on the escarpment and looking out across the vast desert.

You have the soul of a poet, my Gareth. Athena murmured.

He chuckled wryly. Not really. He looked out across the wind-blown desert far below. “Tell me this Athena, if you know. Is there a way for people to travel across the sands safely?” He asked aloud, for all to hear.

“There are several ways, my Gareth. Are you planning on taking a caravan across the sands?”

Gareth smiled. “Not any time soon, but if we bring people here, they will ask, and they will want to travel and discover.” He waved a hand at the sands. “Look at it; a whole virgin world to explore. Never in the history of mankind have we had such an adventure before us and not just with this one world, but with four that we know of. There are dangers out there, and people will die, but the race will become stronger.” Gareth spoke slowly and from the heart.

He stopped abruptly, reddening with embarrassment. Somewhere over his head Athena was humming something that sounded like a soft hymn.

Very very good, Gareth. Athena whispered.

Oh shut up. Gareth grumbled in embarrassment and Athena laughed.

Chiu's arm wiggled its way around his waist as if by magic, while Mairi and Lyndra stood at his other side. “Did you really mean that?” Chiu asked in a hushed voice. “About the caravanserai, and living here?”

Gareth gave her a squeeze. “Absolutely. Just remember this though; we will still have access to all the other human worlds, and as long as we can keep the gates operational, we will never be alone in the night again.”

“Did you see this coming?” She asked hesitantly. “Did you see these worlds and the future of our race?”

“Nope.” He admitted. “And we haven’t gotten there yet.” He gave her a wide grin. “The opera ain’t over till the fat lady sings.”

Her brow creased. “What the hell does that mean?” Gareth just laughed. In the back of his mind he heard a dry chuckle from Athena.

Gareth went around, greeting the dozen or so marines, under the charge of Sergeant Xianliang and Corporal Yong. They were busy salvaging what they could of the original research station set up by the first exploration party, and erecting new facilities for the expected arrivals. A second group were busy drilling a well. He sat down heavily on a crate of supplies, and Chiu threw him a worried look. “It’s all right.” He said, wiping the sweat off his forehead, despite the fact that on the top of the escarpment it was no more than fifteen degrees Celsius. “I’ll just catch my breath and head back. There are a few questions I need to ask Ell; the first and foremost being ‘how hard is it to build a new gateway?’ I would dearly love to see gateways at both poles of this world.” He took a deep breath, and pushing heavily on his cane rose to his feet. “I think I should call it a day.”

“Not alone you don’t.” Chiu growled.

He smiled. “Fine. Mairi can come with me back to The Yeugate. Tomorrow I’ll try to bring out the other transport pods from Puborg. Then we can start shuttle flights back and forth to Puasheehchester. Ell and I need to get busy with the immunizations, and the faster we can cycle people into Puborg the better.”

Folding her arms under her breasts, she gave him a hard look. “Don’t overdo it. The end of the world IS NOT NEXT WEEK.” She said with some emphasis. “We have years.”

Gareth shut his eyes for a moment. “I know but… I’m still waiting for the other shoe to drop. I have a bad feeling about all this. Things have been going too easily.”

Chiu’s eyes narrowed. “You almost died. I don’t call that easy.”

“Almost only counts in horseshoes and hand grenades.” He gave her a lopsided grin before he pulled her into a warm kiss. “I am not, however, dead. I’ll see you later.” He kissed Lyndra, and turned for the pod, where Mairi was looking at it curiously.

“We’ll be done here in a few more days.” Chiu called after him. He waved over his shoulder.

“There’s no door!” Mairi complained, studying the flawless exterior that looked like a shimmering soap bubble.

Gareth laughed. “It’s Ecothiax technology. There are no doors.” With that he calmly stepped through the wall and into the pod. Mairi followed only a moment later, frowning furiously.

“This is like the one you took to go underwater to Jafelon, The City That Time Forgot. How does it know to keep the air and people in, and water out when you’re underwater or in space?”

Gareth’s grin widened. “I have no idea.”

Mairi’s eyes widened to enormous proportions. “You and mother trusted your lives to a transportation pod that you don’t understand?” Her voice was becoming shrill.

“Sometimes you have to have a little faith.” He told her, and then to the pod, “Take us back to The Yeugate, please. Same configuration as our outbound flight.” The transportation bubble rose slowly, cleared the camp at a modest speed, and then as soon as it crossed over the sand, flashed supersonic.

“I think that I’ve been adopted by two crazy people.” The young woman, who must be almost sixteen now by Gareth’s best guess, shook her head in dismay.

“And is that a problem?” Gareth asked, his face serious, but with a twinkle in his eye.

She returned his serious look for a moment. “Not at all.” She was suddenly in his arms, hugging him until his ribs creaked. “I missed you, father. I thought I would die when Athena told us you were sick.”

Gareth gave her a flat look. “Athena also told me about your attempts to come and see me. Until you have received the immunization, that planet is fatal. Once you receive the immunization and move there, that same planet will defend you against any invaders.”

“But you lived…” She interrupted.

“I died twice.” Gareth corrected. “Athena restarted me.”

Her dark eyes filled with tears. “Don’t you ever do that to me… to us, again.” Gareth handed her his handkerchief.

The sun was just setting as the pod appeared on the gateway platform of The Yeugate, and Gareth was taken again by how dim and red the dying sun appeared. Slowly freezing to death was a hell of a way for a world to go. He mused sadly. Mairi, standing at his elbow, steadied him when he wobbled. Her young face was thoughtful.

“Is this what it’s like when you get old?”

He gave her a sour look. “I somehow don’t think growing old will be my fate.” In the back of his mind Athena said nothing. “We should go now.” Gareth said wearily. “I’m better than I was, but I’m still a long way from being myself.” He turned toward the small transport Ell had sent to meet them. “How is the vaccine progressing, Ell?”

“The first few batches are ready for administration.” The voice said calmly from the air above his head. “I would recommend that your daughter receive the initial dose, since she made such an issue of trying to get in to Puborg to see you.”

Gareth glanced at his daughter. “What do you think?”

Mairi smiled. “Go for it.” Her voice was surprisingly steady.

“How long after she receives the vaccine until I can take her to Puborg?” Gareth gave Mairi a wink.

“Three or four days should be sufficient.” Ell replied. “I’ll administer the shot when you get back to your suite. After today’s activities you should have a good meal and go to bed.”

He chuckled. “Yes mother.”

Gareth woke late the next morning, taking a long hot shower before he dressed and prepared to face his day. The suite, more a compact apartment complete with a small high-tech kitchenette and dining room, was unusually quiet. Gareth frowned as he made a pot of coffee.

“Mairi!” He called out. “Coffee?” Silence greeted him.

“There seems to be a problem, Gareth.” Ell’s voice was serious. “Mairi is still asleep, and she seems to be running a temperature of thirty-nine Celsius. I wasn’t aware of how potent the toxin on Puborg is.” Gareth banged into Mairi’s room, and stared down at the pale sweating face of his adopted daughter, her auburn hair plastered to her forehead. He didn’t wait for a second opinion.

“Athena, what’s wrong with Mairi? Can you do something?” He didn’t have to glance around to know that Athena had arrived.

“It appears that Ell made her vaccine with a few too many live bacteria. You can heal Mairi yourself.” She smiled at Gareth and put her hand on the side of Mairi’s face. “Touch your daughter, and I’ll show you how.”

Gareth bit back a curse, and placed a gentle hand on the girl’s cheek.

Her body knows what it needs to do. Athena said serenely. Just give it enough energy. Gareth felt the energy flow out of him and into his daughter. The effect was nearly instantaneous, and he felt her temperature drop. Beneath his hand Mairi shuddered and took a deep breath. Her hazel eyes opened and looked up into his.

“Hello daddy.” She said weakly. “I don’t feel very good.”

Let her sleep now. Athena said calmly. The crisis is past. By tomorrow she will be as good as new, and by the next day she will be even better. Beneath his hand Mairi shut her eyes, and her breathing became slow and regular.

Thank you. Gareth was startled to find that he had tears in his eyes. Thank you for saving my daughter.

You saved her yourself, my Gareth. I just pointed you in the right direction.

He chuckled. That’s pure sophistry and you know it, but thank you all the same.

In the kitchen he poured his coffee and sat down in a comfortable chair. “Is your daughter well?” Ell’s voice almost sounded afraid.

“She’s on the mend. You might rethink the toxicity of your vaccine, Ell. We don’t want it killing as many as it saves.”

“I agree completely, however if the toxicity is lessened it will take longer for the recipients to develop an immunity, maybe as much as a week.”

Gareth grinned. “And during that week they will probably be sick as dogs, so it won’t matter a whole lot.”

“Hmmmmm.” Ell mused. “You’re probably right. I recommend testing the new reduced potency vaccine on someone young enough to shake off the effects quickly. I was thinking of Lyndra or Chiu.”

“Why is everyone always picking on my family?” Gareth grouched. “We’ll ask them when they get back.” He took another long drink of his coffee.

“With access to the central computer for your meals and drinks, why make your own coffee?”

Gareth looked at his empty mug. “Call it a personal foible. I think it tastes better if I make it myself.” He sighed. “However, the other way is quicker. Capulus fervens.” He said after only a moment’s hesitation. A steaming cup appeared before him. He was lucky, he thought as he sipped, that he remembered the words for hot coffee in ancient Latin. He recalled that his earlier attempts to order coffee had resulted in ordering… something that crawled out of his cup on multiple legs. “Now, how hard is it to build a gateway?”

“That will depend on the transport time to a habitable star via starship, plus a month for three drones to set up the gate and get it operational.”

“I want to set up one or two more gateways on Gocaea.” Gareth clarified. “I suspect that the traffic to and from that world will be considerable.”

“I will begin construction of the gateway materials and drones. That will take two months. Where do you wish the gateways?”

“Northern greenzone, close by the original settlement, and eventually one in the southern greenzone.” He shook his head. “I don’t see why the humans abandoned that world.”

Ell let out a small laugh. “Gocaea has no oceans to play in. Xolia has virtually no land. Puborg is beautiful, but deadly and Vurean has no metals of any sort. The original humans were very picky.”

“I suppose.” Gareth commented dryly. “How are you doing on refitting the museum ships?”

“The first transport is almost ready. Give me another week to prepare it to handle Qual passengers. Surprisingly, the ship that needs the least work is the Momar class destroyer.”

Gareth grimaced. “Don’t these ships have names? Calling a ship a Momar class destroyer is a bit… cumbersome.”

“The ships were transferred to the museum before they were ever put into service, and as such were never assigned names. Do you have a preference?”

He thought about it for a moment. “Yeah, I do. Pequod and Achéron for the two transports. Bonhomme Richard for the corvette. The destroyer will be the Constellation, the science vessel the Griffon, and the frigate the USS Maine, after the ancient American battleship. She will be an American Flag ship, so make sure to adorn her hull with the Stars and Stripes. I’m not sure about the shuttles. I think…”

“Each of the three shuttles is assigned to one of the warships.” Ell commented dryly.

“The destroyer can actually accommodate six shuttles, or one corvette in her hanger bay. The frigate and science vessel will each support two shuttles.”

Gareth stared out of the wide windows and mused about the small fleet of spacecraft. “It’s too bad that all the rest were scrapped.” He said in a wistful voice. “Our expanding Terran Empire may be able to use them, someday.”

Ell made a sound similar to a human clearing his throat. “Shyrrik just informed me that not all of the capital ships were scrapped at the end of the war.” Gareth frowned. “While the generals and admirals made a great show of mothballing a few of the smaller warships and transports, several of the larger units were spirited away to a large stasis hangar deep below the surface of Mars.”

Gareth began to laugh, and continued until tears coursed down his cheeks. “Generals and admirals have always,” he gasped, “since time immemorial, been good at slight-of-hand. While everyone’s attention was riveted on the small museum here in Earth orbit, the real game was taking place on Mars. Ask Shyrrik how many ships of the Earth fleet were actually destroyed?”

The voice coming out of the air sounded as if it had been personally insulted. “None.” She replied in a flat voice. “The explosion that the Admirals SAID destroyed the fleet was, however, quite spectacular.”

Gareth wiped at his eyes. “I suppose that the sensors the government relied on to verify the destruction of the fleet were operated by the military.”

“Of course.” Ell replied dryly. Gareth began to laugh all over again.

Three days later, with Mairi back on her feet and certified by both Ell and Athena as completely toxin resistant, Gareth and his daughter took a casual stroll through the gateway, to the world of Puborg. Mairi gripped his arm as the cool, sweet, death laden air swept around them. “This is lovely.” She whispered; her eyes wide. They had just reached the site of Gareth’s impromptu camp when she stopped and shook her head, leaning more heavily than normal on his arm.

“Are you all right?” He asked, concern in his voice.

She’s fine. Athena reassured him. Her system is just readjusting to the toxin levels in the air, just as yours is.

“I’m just a little dizzy, is all.” She blinked her eyes rapidly several times.

“A mutual friend says that your system is adjusting to the toxins in this world. Let me know if it doesn’t clear up or if it gets worse.”

Mairi took a deep breath. “I feel better already.” She said in astonishment as her eyes swept the area. “Is this where you camped for two months?” She asked, pointing to a dead patch on the grass where Gareth’s tent had been. The nearby brook was still gurgling merrily, and the birds still sang their hearts out in the nearby trees. The air was invigoratingly cool.

“This is the place.” He murmured, looking at the small ring of stones that surrounded his fire pit. A few feet away there was still a small stack of wood. “We should go.” He said, turning away from the camp site. “It’s some distance to the settlement, and I’d like to bring back the rest of the transport globes with us.”

The young woman sighed. “As you wish, Father.”

An hour later two globes piloted by Gareth and Mairi proceeded at a walking pace through the gateway, followed by a floating sled carrying the last three pods, safely in standby. The two globes glided through the gateway, followed immediately by the sled, stopped and deactivated as soon as Gareth and Mairi stepped out. They were immediately enveloped in a thick decontamination field that stayed on for a full minute, before it vanished. A small drone conveniently sent by Ell picked up the four beer-case sized, but very heavy boxes that were the pods in standby, and arranged them neatly to one side of the arrival platform and close by the other two that Gareth had brought out with him on his first day away from Puborg.

Mairi touched his arm as they walked back toward The Yeugate dome. “How are you feeling?”

Smiling, he glanced at his cane. “I can probably do without this tomorrow. I thought that if you were up to it, we could check out the next world on our list. Chiu and Lyndra should be back later today, and we’ll grab one of the marines. We only have three EVA suits.” He chuckled. “After getting the anti-toxin shot, they won’t feel up to doing much for the next few days.”

“You’re going to get us into trouble again.” She gave him a wide grin. “I’d love to go.”

Sergeant Xianliang, encumbered by his active EVA suit, stepped in front of Gareth, his rifle held loosely at port arms. “I have point.” He said simply.

Gareth looked at the young man, who had matured by leaps and bounds in the past few months, and smiled. “You have point, Sergeant.” He said without any special emphasis. Beside him, Mairi hid her smile as she watched the young man who was only a few years older than she. The young man took a deep breath and stepped forward, vanishing in the space of a heartbeat. Gareth took his daughter’s hand and together they too stepped across lightyears.

Mairi gasped, and her hand tightened on his like a vise. “This is beautiful.” She said in awe.

Gareth tapped the young marine on the shoulder. “Go back through the gateway and let Ell download your suit camera. She can tell you what world this is, and if there are any particular dangers we have to be aware of. Then you can report back here. We’ll wait for you.”

“Aye, aye Sir. Go and return.” The marine pivoted on his heel and stepped back through the gateway. Gareth wasn’t taking any chances, and was getting as much information as he could before he went exploring. No more than a minute later there was a flicker, and Sergeant Xianliang was back. He didn’t quite salute as he reported. “Ell says that this world is named Sedona, named after a mythical place on Earth. Environmentally fit for humans, there is a psychic force that seems to travel about the planet carried on the wind. This ghost wind has been said to cause mystical and even spiritual experiences; some going as far as to claim enlightenment by its very touch. The rest, the ones without a suitable disposition according to Ell, find the experience somewhat like a bad trip on drugs. Wind storms are as violent as they are sporadic, and every plant has deep anchoring roots to keep them from being blown away. Human visitors not attuned to the somewhat moody weather have to live in special wind-proof, man-made bubbles that sometimes leak, allowing the strange energy to affect the occupants and occasionally suck them out of the domes if not properly maintained. There is a group of natives who live in vortex-proof caves under the planet's surface and the humans need their help to prevent the domes from leaking. These natives are mole-like creatures the size of an earth cat, but highly intelligent and are very misunderstood. It’s Ell’s belief that the original human settlers from Eldenworld couldn’t belittle themselves by admitting they needed the help of mere rodents, and abandoned the world as unsuitable.”

Gareth was listening to the report, but not hearing. The gateway stood on a small rise overlooking a clear winding river that chuckled over and around rounded boulders. Sometime during the past visits, wide flat stepping stones had been laid across the river to allow foot access. The warm dry air smelled of Creosote bush, while clumps of juniper, agave, and sage dotted the rocky landscape. Towers of wind-carved sandstone poked skyward between buttes and craggy mountains, and even at several kilometers Gareth could hear the low moan of the wind through the oddly shaped rocks. The sky was a deep denim blue. Rugged and awe inspiring, it was one of the most beautiful places Gareth had ever seen. He blinked as he suddenly noticed Mairi leaping across the river rocks, her EVA suit obviously turned off. He bit back a curse as he turned to the marine. “You had better follow my delinquent daughter. Don’t let her drive you to distraction, and if she gets into trouble give me a shout.”

“But,” The young man looked torn. “I was told to stay with you.”

“I can take care of myself. Go with my daughter. I’m just going to cross the river and wander around close by.” He smiled at the young marine. “The EVA suits have locators in them, even when they are turned off.”

“Aye, Aye, Sir.” The marine flipped off his EVA suit and was off at a run.

With the river some distance behind him, Gareth was surprised when a small furry rust colored head poked up from behind a reddish rock, and then disappeared. There was the sound of pebbles falling, and the faint noise of claws on stone. Smiling at the timid locals, Gareth sat on a smoothly wind-sculpted rock, put his hands behind his head, and gazed up at the azure sky. The sun was warm and yellow, and the sunlight felt good on his face.

“Isss it sssstill alivesssss?” A tiny sibilant hissing murmured close by his left ear. Without moving his head, Gareth looked to the left, catching sight of a small furry face. The small black nose twitched slightly, reminding him more than a little of their ferret-faced guide Kuan Yang. He bit his tongue to keep from laughing.

“Issss unknown.” A small voice from his right replied. “I will bite itss and ssssee if it movessess.”

Gareth frowned as he attempted to wrap his tongue around the hissing language. “Ifsss you bitesssesss me I will bitessssesss you backsss.” Gareth said in a low voice. The creature to his right jumped a half-meter in the air in surprise.

It landed on four stiff legs, to stare at him wide eyed. “You sssspeaks our languagesss!”

Gareth sat up and turned to face the small speaker, and it was his turn to stare. He’d seen pictures of meerkats in past, but had never seen one face to face until now. The small black nose twitched and the long ringed prehensile tail formed a perfect question mark. “Yes, I speak your language. Is that a bad thing?”

The one on his left cocked its head to the side. “Dependssss,” it hissed, “if you opensss mouth only to tells liesssess.”

Gareth opened his mouth, frowned, and began to chuckle, his estimation of the small creatures going up several notches. He had just gotten to his feet, when a low moaning wind slid through the surrounding rocks. Gareth felt the sudden need to seek shelter.

“Ssseee!” The first meerkat exclaimed. “It feelsss the weather comesss. That is good, I thinksssss.” It looked at Gareth. “You comesss.” It gestured back into the rocks where the first creature was already bounding.

Gareth glanced out across the wide rocky arroyo he found himself standing in. “I lookss for my daughter and one otherss.” He muttered, not knowing if the creature would understand.

The meerkat made a small chittering sound. “Isss already inssside.” The creature hissed. “Follow now!” Gareth rolled his eyes and followed.

They found the second meerkat standing beside a low counterbalanced stone door. Inside the far chamber Gareth could only see dim figures moving. As they entered the room, the second meerkat swung the door closed with a tomblike crunch.

“Daddy!” Mairi’s voice cut through the dimness like a knife and a moment later she threw herself into his arms. “The Kats led me and your bodyguard here. Isn’t this the coolest?” She pointed to the first of the kats Gareth had seen. “Niaucriss told me that this cave system is one of the oldest on Sedona. It’s tens of thousands of years old, she said.”

Gareth frowned at his daughter. “You can understand them?”

A small frown creased Mairi’s forehead. “Sure. Can’t you?”

“I can.” Gareth replied slowly. “But…” He turned to the young marine who was glaring at the meerkats. “Sergeant, can you understand what these creatures are saying?”

“No Sir.” Sergeant Xianliang returned, glaring at the small creatures. “They sound like chittering squirrels to me.”

Gareth sighed. Would you like to explain things, Athena? He asked in a tone that said very eloquently that he should have seen it coming.

When you yourself asked me to help your daughter adjust, I simply made a few necessary changes to her physiology. Language enhancement is a necessity in your line of work, wouldn’t you say?

He bit back a curse. But I thought that was for Eldenworld only.

Did I ever use the word only?

Scheiße! He swore to himself. Scheiße! Scheiße! Scheiße!

“Is something wrong, daddy?” Mairi asked in concern.

Gareth sat down beside her on a flat, well-worn rocky outcropping. “No, Mairi, nothing is wrong. I…” His jaw snapped shut as something blew through the stone walls of the cave, brushing his mind with an incredible power.

Mairi clutched at his arm. “What is it?” She asked in fear.

Gareth touched her hand. “I’ve felt Athena’s touch enough times. This is like Athena, but less subtle. Relax, he’s just curious about you is all.” I hope. As soon as he felt his daughter relax slightly, he glanced at the young marine. The young man was sitting rigidly, his carbine gripped tightly in his hands. “Marine!” Gareth barked. “Lower and disarm your weapon. There is nothing to fear here.” Sergeant Xianliang sat frozen and trembling. “Now Sergeant!” Gareth snapped in his best Command Voice. The magazine and then the rifle hit the rocky floor with a clank. The young marine sat trembling for several long moments and then… The tension seemed to go out of him, and his eyes softened. Gareth let his breath out.

“Is he all right?” Mairi whispered.

“I think so. I think Athena’s equivalent took a hand.”

You couldn’t pronounce his name, my Gareth, Athena whispered in his mind. but you can call him Mars. It’s the closest comparable.

As in the Greek God of War? Gareth raised his eyebrows.

This wasn’t always a peaceful garden planet.

As soon as the wind dies down, we’ll go then.

Athena laughed. There’s no need. Mars is intrigued with you, and appreciates the discipline you maintain with your troops. He senses a kindred spirit in you, my Gareth.

Athena! Gareth answered a little desperately. How could I be a kindred spirit with him? He’s a god. The voice in his mind was disturbingly silent.

“Welcome to my home.” The voice boomed all around them. Gareth’s jaw hung open, and on his right side Mairi had a death-grip on his hand. Two meters away Sergeant Xianliang stood trembling, his carbine at his feet.

“Pick up your weapon, trooper.” Gareth hissed loudly enough to be heard in Kansas. “Port arms. Don’t embarrass me.” While the Sergeant’s eyes were wide with surprise, he no longer looked ready-to-bolt terrified. “Are you all right?” Gareth asked more softly.

“Sir, yes Sir.” The Sergeant replied, picking up his weapon. “He spoke to me Sir. He… I can understand the little critters now. It makes all the difference in the world.”

“Good, now just keep your eyes open and your finger OFF the trigger.”

“Yes Sir.” The young marine gave him an embarrassed grin as Gareth turned back to Mars.

The image standing before him was perhaps two meters tall, and built as one would imagine the God of War. His exposed skin was tanned brown as old leather, and his black hair and beard were cut short. He wore a black steel muscled cuirass, with a studded royal belt. From his belt hung a short Roman sword, and his wrists were enclosed with steel bands. His eyes were the color of lead. Leather sandals were strapped up legs that were as knotted and gnarled as old oak trees, and probably as hard. If it was his intention to intimidate those standing before him, he was succeeding wonderfully.

Gareth swallowed. “Thank you for taking us into your home, Mars. It was not our intention, however, to inconvenience you.”

“Why are your kind back on my world?” The deep voice boomed.

Gareth felt sweat trickle down his back. “I am looking for a home for the people of my world.” He said, deciding at the last minute to stick with the truth. “Wars have damaged our world, and now a supernova is casting its deadly radiation at the Earth. In a few years all life will be extinguished.” He took a breath. “Not all will be coming here, but a few thousand of one particular tribe or another. The decision is yours, Mars, but we would love to share this world with you and yours.”

“The last humans never used the word share.” Mars rumbled, and then his hard face broke into a smile. “I can work with you.” His body sparkled for a moment, and he was standing before them in a soft blue tunic. “That’s better.” He rumbled, swinging his arms. “That armor is as uncomfortable as hell. How did your ancient Greeks ever get used to it?”

“You pulled the thought out of my mind?”

Mars chuckled. “It worked, didn’t it?” He waved a hand and a long wooden table heaped with food appeared before them. Mars waved a hand as he plopped into a deep pillow, picking up what looked like a turkey leg, and began to gnaw on it with strong white teeth. “I haven’t had a decent talk with someone in millennia. Tell me how you got into this business.”

Gareth poured himself a glass of wine, and a smaller one for his daughter, and sat down beside Mars. “The tale may take a while.”

“This is all occurring between one second and the next back in the cave. We have, literally, all the time in the world.”

Gareth shook his head at the incredible implications. “It all began in a rubble-strewn street of Karabila, Iraq, three or four years ago for me and thirty-eight thousand years in the distant past.” Gareth took a long sip of his wine and leaned back in his cushion, his eyes taking on a far-away look. “I really don’t remember how long I’ve been on this journey, exactly. It was in a blown up mosque, a temple if you will, that I found a scroll with the likeness of a medallion drawn on it and for some reason I folded it up and put it in my pocket. The next day…” Gareth continued the story, as Mars, Mairi and the young Sergeant listened with rapt attention.


Chapter 5

LOTHAR

The meerkats never even looked up when Gareth, Mairi and Sergeant Xianliang returned to the cave. To the small creatures the disappearance had never occurred.

Gareth, Athena whispered. there is a problem on the other side of the gate. You should go now. The wind has died down.

It was always something. “We should go.” He said softly to his companions. “I’ve gotten word that there are problems back home.”

Mairi looked disappointed for a moment, and opened her mouth. She shut her mouth again, her protest unspoken. “All right.” She said at last.

Gareth stood and approached the rocky door. It swung open at his touch. Glancing back at their small hosts, he bowed slightly. “Thank you.” He said in the language of the meerkats. They chittered excitedly.

“What’s the problem?” Mairi called out as the hopped across the stepping stones in the river.

“Athena didn’t say.” Gareth replied, making the last jump to the river bank. “And I didn’t ask.” The air smelled dusty, and he could see that the wind still flailed at the tops of the stony towers, sending swirls of dust to the river, far below. The marine had already passed through the gateway, and Gareth motioned his daughter ahead as he took a long last look at the beautiful, mystical land of Sedona.

Ell was already speaking as he stepped through the gateway. “… and there have been a number of strong aftershocks also. All of Eldenworld seems to have been shaken.”

“Casualties?” He cringed when he remembered that Eldenworld didn’t have a central communication system.

“My drones report a number of structural fires in both Puasheehchester and Molva. How it fares in other Realms is unknown.”

“How are Chiu and Lyndra coming?”

“They are both up and about, if somewhat shaky.”

“Good. Tell them I’ll meet them in the apartment. The world of Sedona checked out, and I’ve made arrangements with management for them to accept several thousand refugees. I was thinking about the goblins. They could go through the Shsa-Tirion gate.”

“I will notify Thomas.” Ell said crisply. “Have you made plans to move anyone else?”

Gareth smiled. “The people of the Shattered Plains Realm would probably be good candidates for Gocaea.”

“That’s a good choice.” Ell murmured in approval. “But bear this in mind—time is of the essence. Tens of thousands will perish in upcoming earthquakes if they can’t be evacuated first. Now, what else do you have in mind?”

“I’ll be taking care of that next, by myself.” He said abruptly, and turned for the transport.

Sitting hunched over the dining room table, Chiu looked definitely unwell. The porcelain skin of her face was the color of gray chalk, and there were dark rings under her red eyes. Her hair, usually bright and glossy hung limp and dull. Lyndra, on the other hand, had brushed her blond hair until it glowed, and sat at the other end of the table eating a stack of pancakes that were nearly floating in a lake of maple syrup. Gareth’s stomach growled as he caught the tantalizing aroma. She looked up and grinned as he and Mairi entered.

“Well, look at what the cat dragged in. Our missing partner and his miscreant daughter.”

Mairi looked over her shoulder at Gareth. “I told you that you were going to get us into trouble.”

Gareth gave Lyndra a sour look and a quick kiss. “I love you too. Mairi and I, with one of the marines were checking out the next gate. The world is called Sedona. It’s a nice place.”

Mairi rolled her hazel eyes. “The most beautiful world you can imagine, and he calls it a nice place.” She said in disgust, although her eyes were sparkling.

Chui lifted her glass of tomato juice, and stared at it grimly for a moment before taking a small sip. Gareth saw her shudder. “What are your plans now?” She managed to get out.

He looked around the table. “I’m going to Jafelon, and turn the gate on.” He could have heard a pin drop.

“Cool.” Mairi said finally, her eyes wide with the wonder of it all. “Can I go too?”

Gareth bit his tongue. “Sorry.” He glanced at Chiu, and sighed. “I’ll take… Lyndra and three marines in the shuttle. It’s too bad the island isn’t safe to land on or they could…” He stopped abruptly as Athena began to speak in his mind.

The cay is safe. The last earthquake generated a three hundred meter tsunami that swept the land completely clear. All that is left is sand.

Gareth cleared his throat. “It seems that the island has been rendered safe. The shuttle can wait there.”

Chiu regarded him with bleary eyes. “Do you plan on swimming down to the gate?” She asked with a scratchy voice.

Gareth gave her a sympathetic look. “Ell, could you ask Thomas if the transportation pod is still operational in Jafelon?”

It was only a short moment before she had the answer. “Thomas says the pod is still operational, and can probably be used in conjunction with an EVA suit if you wish.”

Gareth grinned. “I wish. I was hoping for that answer.” Chiu rolled her eyes once, and then lay her head down on her forearm with a groan. Gareth frowned. “Why are you so sick, and Lyndra so… chipper?” He added lamely.

Lyndra just shrugged while Chiu croaked, “just dumb luck,” without lifting her head. To himself Gareth frowned. It was his experience that on Eldenworld things didn’t happen by dumb luck.

Gareth watched the huge stack of pancakes disappear with undisguised awe. “We’ll leave tomorrow morning. Could you rustle up three marines to go with us? Sergeant Xianliang went with us to Sedona, so pick someone else. Make sure we have two EVA suits aboard, just in case.”

The fork clanked on the empty plate. “I’ll do that.” Lyndra mumbled, her cheeks bulging.

“If you plan on moving about underwater,” the voice of Ell said out of the air. “there are maneuvering belts available in the shuttle that are designed for use with the EVA suit.” The voice of the AI paused for a moment. “I will provide you with a code key to open the gateway.”

Gareth scratched his head in thought. “Can you set that key to leave the gate on, and discriminate unwanted lifeforms, like kraken and similar monsters?”

“I can have the key programmed by tomorrow. Communicating what you want to the dolphins, however, may be a bit harder.”

Gareth sighed. “I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it.” He gave his wife a long look. “When you are feeling better I need you to start funneling people from Oseothan into The Yeugate for their immunization, and then on to Puborg. As you well know the effects of the immunization take about a week to run their course, and leave the recipient fully protected. They will need pioneering equipment, and sufficient food to last them until they can get their own farms producing.”

It was Chiu’s turn to frown, but it was Ell that answered. “I have the plans for portable emergency converters. You put raw material in one end and food comes out the other.”

“Make as many as you can, Ell.” Gareth said with a grin. “I’m going to start moving the goblins and the people in the Shattered Plains through Shsa-Tirion. Goblins will go to Sedona while human-ish settlers will head for Gocaea.” He grinned. “I was thinking of the witches and their ilk.”

Chiu gave him a weak smile. “Why isn’t that a big surprise?”

Gareth closed his eyes. “Suddenly I don’t have enough time to do all the things I need to do. I feel like the wolves are snapping at my heels.” He opened his eyes and gave Lyndra, who was a werewolf, an apologetic grin. “No insult intended.”

Her returning smile was predatory. “None taken. When I snap at you, you will know it, and it won’t be at your heels.”

Gareth could feel himself flush.

“All set back there?” Gareth called over his shoulder into the passenger compartment of the drop shuttle. Three marines: two privates and a beaming Corporal Mei Yong gave him a thumbs up. Beside him Lyndra was already buckled in tight. “You may take us up whenever you like.” He said softly to Shyrrik, the AI who piloted the ship and who currently sat between him and Lyndra in a basketball sized silver sphere. Through the view screen he saw the shuttle rise gently from the pad, the dwindling figure of Mairi standing forlornly on the concrete pad.

“How would you like me to plot the course to Jafelon?” Shyrrik asked calmly.

“How fast can you go if you take us up to a low orbit?”

“Mach eight.”

Gareth grinned. “Make it so.” Outside the clouds blurred, and in moments he could see the curve of the Earth, far below them.

Lyndra, however, wasn’t looking down. She had activated the overhead screen that showed the view above. “Look at the stars,” she whispered. “They look like I could reach out and touch them.” Her voice was filled with wonder. “If I die tomorrow, I will be satisfied that I’ve seen this.” She reclined back in her seat, her eyes filled with the miracle of the universe.

“We will reach our destination in slightly more than an hour, given the time we need to decelerate.” Shyrrik sounded the typical airline pilot, Gareth mused.

There were a few straggly blades of grass, and a number of tree stumps on Ojor Cay when they set down. The rest was sand. Fifty meters from the shore the small pedestal still rose from the teal colored water, and the globe on top of the pedestal still sat a meter from the surface. Gareth glanced at the two privates, both younger even than Corporal Yong. “Flip a coin, gentlemen. I need someone to row me out to the pedestal.”

The young man with dark skin, and short hair so black as to appear blue, stepped forward. “It’s my turn, Sir.”

Gareth pulled the self-inflating raft from a storage compartment. Dragging the raft outside, he touched a small tab set in the side of the shiny black material. He blinked as a three-meter raft popped into existence. Gareth nodded to the shuttle. “There is a paddle in the compartment where the raft was stowed.” He said, snapping the propulsion module to the back of the EVA belt. “Come on… we don’t have all day.” He growled in a Drill Sergeant voice.

The private jumped, and scrambled for the paddle. “Get the paddle. Aye, aye Sir!” Gareth gave the Corporal a flat look, and the young woman flushed slightly, rolling her eyes.

“It could be a couple of hours before I’m finished for the day.” Gareth said, rechecking his own equipment for the third time. “We’re playing this by ear.” He gave Lyndra a long kiss, and then winked. “Keep the kids in line, please.” She just laughed.

Gareth pushed the raft into the water and jumped in, followed immediately by the private. Gareth pointed. “Make for the marker, young man.” The raft crawled across the intervening warm water by fits and starts, as the young marine got used to what was probably his first time paddling a raft. Gareth looked straight ahead and said nothing. Sticking out of the water a single meter, the stainless-steel pipe was unmarked by either light or design. On the top of the pole rested a thirty-centimeter translucent glass ball, again without light or design. As they approached Gareth placed his hand on the sphere, which immediately pulsed with color. No more than a minute later a seven-meter translucent sphere surfaced with a rush of displaced water. Gareth grabbed the young marine’s arm to keep him from falling overboard. “Careful there. It’s a long swim to shore.” He murmured, smiling. Despite his dark skin, the private paled.

“Aye, aye Sir.”

“As soon as I step into the sphere you head for shore. Keep an eye out for me.”

“Yes Sir. Keep an eye out for you.”

Gareth stepped into the sphere with a sigh, and as soon as he sat the bubble began to sink, the black interior slowly brightening enough for him to see around the small compartment. Without a sound the bubble sank completely beneath the surface, and Gareth knew that he was fully committed now. There was no equipment that he could see in the pod and no lights, yet the bubble traveled smoothly beneath the surface at perhaps a walking pace. An arm long silver fish swam by, and then another. Gareth recognized them as barracuda. When they reached what Gareth guessed was thirty meters below the surface the outside of the bubble began to glow, shedding a soft yellow radiance into the surrounding waters. Schools of multi-colored fish swam by in dense clouds, unafraid of the bubble or its single occupant. A jellyfish pulsed as it swam by, trailing meters of purplish tentacles. It might have been the twin to the one he saw the first time they traveled to Jafelon, in search of a transport to the moon. The pod continued its descent into the depths. Gareth suddenly remembered that Jafelon had flooded, and the arrival platform he was currently heading for was underwater.

“Set our course for the Jafelon gateway, please.”

“You realize that, like the rest of Jafelon, the gateway is underwater?” The voice of the pod’s AI murmured.

“I understand, and have taken it into consideration when I made my plans.”

“Very good Sir.” The pod turned slightly in its descent. Below him was only darkness. Time passed, but the darkness remained constant. “We have arrived, Sir.” The AI murmured, startling Gareth for a moment.

“Can we have some light please?” The pod lit up like a lightbulb, and Gareth blinked. The gateway, only slightly smaller than the gateway at The Yeugate, stood by itself on an isolated platform set to the side and slightly above the city. A heavy metal ring surrounded the base of the gateway, and looked to Gareth to be the bottom of a now nonexistent dome. He pressed his face closer to the wall of the pod. “What happened to the dome that was covering the gateway?” He looked around quickly, noting the shadowy images of drowned buildings. “What happened to any of the domes?”

“Due to a tectonic shift, a fracture occurred in the base of the main dome of Jafelon, and water began to enter faster than it could be pumped out. According to emergency plans, the pumps were turned off, and Jafelon was allowed to flood. When the air in the city was gone, all of the domes were simply switched off. When the damaged base has been repaired the domes can simply be turned back on, and all the water removed. The cost of repair, or so I’ve been told, is nominal when compared with the cost of a total rebuild caused by billions of liters of water crashing in during a catastrophic failure.”

Gareth stared into the air. “You just let it fill up and turned the dome off?”

“Yes Sir.”

Gareth shook his head. “I don’t friggin believe it.” He grumbled. “Can you activate the lights around the gateway?”

“Yes Sir.” Light blossomed all around the gateway station. “Modern power systems are unaffected by minor inconveniences like being submerged under hundreds of meters of sea water.”

“Excellent.” Gareth replied in a flat unfriendly voice, as the lights around the gateway blazed with radiance. “Now, if you would, please modulate a signal into the water at thirty kilohertz.”

“If you are trying to attract dolphins—that will do it Sir.”

“That is exactly what I’m doing.” Gareth checked his EVA belt one last time, and switched it on. “You will wait for me, won’t you?”

“Yes Sir.” The voice said in an unperturbed tone. “It is doubtful whether there will be any more requests for transportation.” Without bothering to reply, Gareth stepped through the wall.

To Gareth it felt as if he were walking through jello. The suit kept the pressure from crushing him, but at this depth the density of the water was… thick, like jello.

“Activate gateway to preset parameters.” He said, speaking to the small code key Ell had given him, and which was attached to his EVA belt, integrating it with the entire EVA suit. A green light lit on the control panel, and for a second the surface of the gateway shimmered. Gareth frowned. “Is the gateway active?”

“Yes.” The voice of the EVA suit replied in his ear. “Per programming parameters.”

“Yeah.” Gareth groaned. “And now I just have to wait for my first customer, and of course, figure out how to talk to him.”

Simply reach out and touch him. Athena whispered. Your translation ability extends to non-human intelligences also.

What? He said, staring into the dark. Do I have a little thingie in my brain that translates for me?

You mean like the Babel Fish from the legendary Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy?

That’s the one!

No. What you have is even simpler. An unused section of your brain picks up thoughts and translates them into language, and visa versa.

Oh. For some reason Gareth was slightly disappointed. He had been secretly hoping for a Babel Fish.

A dim shape loomed out of the dark water beyond the lights, and then another. For a second Gareth thought they might be sharks, until he recognized them as dolphins. The first and largest approached him warily and Gareth, after shutting off the portion of the EVA suit surrounding his hand, touched the leathery side of the swimming mammal. A rush of strange alien impressions flooded his brain. He shook his head to clear the cobwebs, and concentrated on telling the dolphin all he needed to know. The creature floated there for ten minutes as Gareth spoke quickly, and when he was finished pulled away rapidly, disappearing into the deeps. He stared into the empty ocean around him. Well, that was a waste of my time. He thought to himself. Staring glumly at the gateway, he was about to give the command to shut it down when the first dolphin swam out of the black. It was quickly followed by a wall of swimming creatures. The first dolphin again swam up to him, and Gareth reached out his hand.

????? Pictures of a dolphin swimming in and out of the gateway flashed through Gareth’s mind.

!!!! He replied, repeating the picture to the creature floating in front of his face. The dolphin pulled away and shot toward the gateway and through, disappearing immediately.

The wall of creatures stirred uneasily, and then the dolphin was back. It went back and forth a half dozen times before it turned to its fellow underwater denizens. Gareth almost heard something like a dull booming sound in the water around him, and the entire wall of creatures streamed out and disappeared through the gateway, and on to Xolia. Something huge loomed out of the dark and Gareth took a moment to recognize the whale as it disappeared through the gateway, its wide flukes barely clearing the sides. Gareth nodded once to himself before he turned back to the pod. At least the gentlest of the creatures on the Earth would survive. He thought, smiling.

He floated in the dim twilight of early evening for some time before the raft arrived to pick him up.

Gareth! The voice in his mind said insistently, for perhaps the third time. Wake up. There’s a problem!

Gareth grumbled and opened his eyes, noting unhappily that they felt like they’d been dipped in sand. What is it? Is there a problem with the gateway?

No! People are being slaughtered in Iyreeqeka and I have no idea why. You need to find out what’s causing it, and stop it. Hundreds have already been killed. There aren’t enough humans around for us to waste them like this.

Gareth yawned hugely, and leaned over to shake Lyndra awake. “Time to get up, beautiful. Duty calls.” Lyndra said something to Gareth that raised both of his eyebrows, and pulled her sleeping bag back up and over her head. The previous night she had been very glad to see him return from the depths alive, and had expressed her pleasure in a forthright manner. It had been quite late before she and Gareth finally drifted off to sleep. He sighed and pulled her bag back down. “Up!” He said in a growl. “If I have to get up, so do you.” He began to roll up his own sleeping bag. “You can take it out on the children.” He nodded to the still sleeping marines a dozen meters away by their own camp fire. Lyndra returned his growl.

Beside him and strapped into her seat Lyndra stifled a yawn. “Where are we going again?” She asked as the shuttle angled up into the starry sky, leaving the ground far below.

“There’s a problem in Iyreeqeka, and hundreds have been killed. We have to stop that nonsense. There aren’t enough people left in the world to waste.”

“Humphhh!” Lyndra replied dryly. When Gareth had first met Lyndra she had been tied to a stake in a square in Iyreeqeka, about to be burned. The government of the city didn’t particularly like werewolves… or thieves. Lyndra, unfortunately, was both. It was obvious that the dislike was mutual.

“Arrival in Iyreeqeka in one hour and eighteen minutes.” Shyrrik said softly.

Lyndra snorted and shut her eyes. “Wake me when we get there.”

Gareth chuckled, and spoke more softly to Shyrrik. “Does this shuttle have defensive shields or screens?”

“The Mark XII Combat Shuttle has lightweight reactive armor, capable of deflecting most ground to air fire.” Shyrrik repeated as if by rote. “The shuttle does not have shields like larger warships. It was decided to sacrifice the weight of the shield generator for speed and stealth.”

Gareth bit his lip, and looked over his shoulder into the troop compartment. “Something is killing the residents of Iyreeqeka. It’s our job to find out what, and stop it. Full body armor, boys and girls. When we land I want you all to keep your eyes open, and be very careful.” He’d done this same thing before in Iraq. He hated drops into potentially hot landing zones.

“Aye, aye, Sir.” Three dry and scared voices replied as they struggled into their body armor. Body armor was one of those new/old ideas of Gareth’s. As soon as marines began to provide defense on potentially hostile worlds, Gareth had had Ell dredge her memory for designs of lightweight effective body armor. Armor was now mandatory for all marine deployments. Gareth just wished that their weapons were as good as their armor, although his Colt was more than a match for anything they were likely to meet. Instinctively he reached down to touch the small hand-held rail gun that fired titanium slivers at a respectable fraction of c. E=MC? did the rest.

He turned back to find Lyndra watching him. “You know I don’t wear armor.” She said pointedly. “I wouldn’t be able to move in my wolf form if I did.”

“You be careful.”

She grinned. “I’m always careful.”

“Remember the first time Chiu and I found you in Iyreeqeka? You hadn’t been so careful then.” Her smile faded.

In the view screen the ground was rushing up at them. “Arrival in Iyreeqeka imminent. Where do you wish me to set down?”

“Is the dock empty?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Set down on the dock, let us out and then hover at fifteen meters. Can you do that?”

“Easily.” Shyrrik replied. “You’ve done this before.” The voice of the AI commented wryly.

“Different world, same job. Can you hear me if I shout for you to land?”

Shyrrik actually chuckled. “You have an induction mic implanted in your jaw. We have two-way communication up to five kilometers.”

“It would have been nice if someone had told me.” He replied sourly.

“For your information, the air is safe to breath. Three meters to touchdown… two… one…”

The ramp at the rear of the shuttle hissed open, and Corporal Yong barked “marines out!”

The marines pounded out of the shuttle, followed by Lyndra who was armed with a marine lever action carbine. Gareth hesitated as he was about to step off the ramp. “Should we all fall,” he said softly to Shyrrik. “return to The Yeugate and let them know what happened. Take lots of pictures.”

“I will do that.” The voice of the AI said in his implant. Gareth drew his Colt and stepped out onto the dock. Behind him the ramp thumped closed, and he heard the low whine of the engines as the shuttle lifted off. Gareth swallowed and found his mouth suddenly dry with fear. Dozens of bodies, or parts of them, were scattered across the far end of the dock and down the nearby street. As he studied the scene he noticed the broken tip of a mast protruding from the water beside the dock, and several bloated white corpses floating in the listless current. He turned his gaze back to the city.

What the bloody hell happened here? He asked Athena who he knew from experience, watched what was happening through his eyes.

I don’t have any idea. Her mental voice sounded shaken, and that bothered him more than he cared to admit.

Gareth motioned the marines forward as his eyes tried to sweep all the empty avenues. “Move forward and down the main street toward the library. If there are any people left, we should find them there.” He said in a soft voice. No people came out to greet them, no dogs barked, and no birds flew. The whole city was dead.

“This is worse than I imagined. Can you provide over-watch, Shyrrik?”

“Affirmative.” The AI said quickly. “What altitude?”

“Fifty meters should give you a good view, but should still leave you low enough to get us out of trouble.”

“I’m at fifty meters and on over-watch. The city appears deserted.”

“Check again. As far as I can see the entire city is dead. Nothing is living.”

“Nothing except the five of you.”

“Thanks for reminding me.” Gareth replied grimly. “Can you provide covering fire if necessary?”

“Regulations prohibit me from firing air to ground munitions below three hundred and fifty meters within city limits.”

“You have got to be kidding.”

“The Peace First politicos thought that if the firing altitude was raised there would be less chance of… mistakes.”

“Oh, give me a break!” Gareth shook his head in disbelief.

“There is something a thousand meters ahead of you, and slightly to your left.” Shirrik said sharply.

Gareth held up his hand to stop the group. “Living?”

“No. It looks like earthquake damage of some sort.”

“We’ll take a look.” He motioned the group forward. The air smelled vaguely of carrion and ruptured organs.

The crevasse that bisected the wide street diagonally was ten meters wide, and deeper than Gareth could easily judge. Eldenworld was an ancient world of ruins built on ruins. In the depths of the rift he could see the remains of ancient buildings split apart by the quake.

“Sir!” Corporal Yong called out. “You might want to take a look at this.” She was staring down into the fissure, and when Gareth arrived, he could see why. Somebody or something had crawled up out of the depths of the earth. It took Gareth a few minutes to find the tracks, and when he did, they troubled him deeply. Vaguely human shaped feet had left tracks in the dirt that were half again as big as his. Following the tracks, it wasn’t long before he found the first body, or what was left of it. Most of one leg had been eaten. The next body was just torn in half.

“Gareth!” Shirrik called with some alarm in her voice. “Something is approaching you from the West. It is moving quite fast.”

Gareth threw caution aside. They had been discovered. “Back to the market square.” He shouted. “I don’t want to be caught in a street.” They formed up on the East side of the square, facing West.

“It is quite close now.” Shyrrik said softly. Gareth could smell the sour reek of fear as the five huddled together.

It stepped out of an alley and into the market square and stopped. Two and a half meters tall, the thing was roughly man shaped. Thirty centimeter long curved retractable claws extended from the back of its hands, and its eyes glowed red. The skin of the creature was mottled green and black, wherever the tight-fitting black body-armor didn’t cover it.

Lothar! Athena whispered in the back of his mind. The scene in the square stood frozen for a moment.

What’s a Lothar? Gareth asked, concerned at the sound of fear in Athena’s mental voice.

Lothar is an assassin created during the last of the great wars on Eldenworld. Technically a golem, it was used only once, its creators dropping it behind enemy lines to kill the enemy commanders and create confusion. It single handedly wiped out a city of eighty thousand souls. Every person was killed, every dog, every cat, and every living creature. The country in question tried to surrender, but the golem shed its controls. An earthquake silenced it, and all breathed a sigh of relief, thinking it dead. Today proves how wrong they were.

Great, it’s a nasty assassin. How do I kill it?

That’s the problem, my Gareth. Lothar is self-regenerating, permanently powered, and virtually immortal.

Scheiße! We are so screwed. He looked up at the shuttle. “Target that verdammt thing with everything you’ve got! Fire, dammit!!”

“I’m sorry, target is within prohibited zone.” Shyrrik said primly.

“Pay attention.” Lyndra called. “Here it comes!”

Gareth was still drawing the Colt when the four carbines roared. He could see the sparkles on the creature’s armor where the heavy slugs hit, but it didn’t even stagger. Gareth squeezed the trigger of the Colt. Using the normal three shot burst Gareth had killed ice dragons and kraken, usually blowing the beasts in half. Lothar just staggered under the incredible impact and turned toward Gareth, offhandedly swiping a marine out of his path. The body of the marine, the same young man who had rowed the raft, crumbled to the ground spouting blood while his head bounced off a far wall, leaving a dripping red smear. Gareth fired another three shot burst at the thing’s head but it seemed to be able to anticipate the shot, jerking its head away just in time to avoid being hit. The clawed right hand swung at Gareth, and he turned slightly to take the hit on his left arm rather than full in his chest. He heard his left arm and left ribs break under the force of the blow as he was lifted off his feet and slammed into the wall of the building behind him.

“I’ll lead him off. You get the others out.” Lyndra shouted in the bedlam of screams and shots. Gareth blinked away the blurry vision, sighted on the back of Lothar, flipped the gun to full auto and pulled the trigger. The golem went down this time, but got right back up even though he was missing his left arm at the shoulder. Gareth could see where the back of his armor was pocked from the impact of the Colt rounds. Lothar casually smashed the last two marines out of his way as he reached for Lyndra who, in her wolf form, was snapping at the back of his knees. The wolf slid out of his reach, turned and shot off down a long street, Lothar in close pursuit.

Gareth glanced down at the shards of his left arm and wrapped a makeshift tourniquet above his elbow to stop the bleeding. Spitting out a wad of blood, he guessed that he had a punctured lung to boot. Turning to the fallen marines, Gareth saw that the other private had his head twisted in the wrong direction. Corporal Yong’s body armor had saved her, kind of. Her right arm hung at the wrong angle however, a sliver of bloody bone poking into the air, and a claw had raked her from hip to knee, down the side of one thigh.

“We need evacuation, now!” Gareth gasped. He’d just gotten a good grip on the back of the Corporal’s armor when the ramp dropped open in front of him. Leaving a red smear on the floor, he buckled the young woman into a seat, did what he could to stop the bleeding from her torn leg, and administered an ampule of both no-shock and morphine before staggering forward. “Follow that wolf!” He gasped, nearly collapsing into his seat in pain.

From the outside audio pickup he heard the howl of a wolf, cut short. “Look!” Shyrrik gasped. The body of Lyndra lay in the middle of the street, her head bent at a strange angle. “I will land and you can…”

“No.” Gareth countered. “She was my familiar. I felt her die. Check for lifesigns.”

“There are no lifesigns Gareth. I’m so sorry.”

“Yeah, so am I.” Gareth felt the hot tears on his cheeks. “Lothar wants us to go down there to retrieve Lyndra’s body so that he can attack us and get this shuttle. Destroy the entire block, and if you give me any lip, I will damned well turn you into a coffee pot.”

The shuttle was climbing steeply. “Targeting systems locked.” The explosion to their port side was deafening, and Gareth was slammed against the seat restraints. He bit back a scream of pain.

“Well, fire dammit!” Gareth felt the small shuttle tremble, and in the rear screens the city of Iyreeqeka exploded.


Chapter 6

REMORSE AND RETRIBUTION

It’s all the fault of the chickadee. Gareth thought to himself as he opened his eyes. The sweet cool air held the faint scent of pine trees and fresh rain. The small black and white bird was sitting on a twig outside his window, singing as if its heart would break… or it was hungry. He smiled at the bird, and then the smile faded as he began to wonder just where the hell he was. He didn’t remember much after the horrible mess in Iyreeqeka. He certainly didn’t remember coming here, wherever here was. Holding up his left hand, he studied it carefully. The last time he’d seen it, the hand was hanging by a scrap of flesh that connected it to what remained of his forearm. The tourniquet he’d tied above his elbow had kept him from bleeding out but that was all. He took a deep breath and raised an eyebrow. His ribs seemed to have been reconnected to his ribcage, and the damage to his torn lung repaired. It didn’t take much of an intuitive leap to see Athena’s hand behind his miraculous recovery. He shut his eyes as a wave of memories swirled around him. It was too bad Athena’s miraculous powers couldn’t bring Lyndra back. He felt a deep wrench in his heart. “Oh god, Lyndra!!” He murmured, feeling tears trickle down his cheeks. The blond woman had saved him there at the end, buying him time to get himself and the injured Corporal Mei Yong aboard the shuttle. She had bought the time with her life. Scheiße! Scheiße! Scheiße! He cursed to himself, at himself. His stupid little expedition had gotten three people killed. The sound of a footstep made him open his eyes and turn his head.

Athena, wearing jeans and a flannel shirt with her hair tied back, gave him a long cool look. “Have you finished flogging yourself for something that was beyond your control, or shall I step out for a few more days.”

He couldn’t help but chuckle. “Nice bedside manner, Athena. Thanks for patching me up again. Pretty soon there’s not going to be anything of the original me left.”

A smile touched her lips. “Oh, there’s plenty of the original you left; there’s fifteen or twenty percent, at least.”

“I got Lyndra killed.” He said bluntly. “Along with Privates Kutlugh and Chapar. They trusted me, dammit!”

Athena crossed her arms. “You’re wrong. Lyndra GAVE her life to save yours, and young Mei Yong. There is a difference, and don’t demean what she or the marines did. The privates fought at your side and took the same risks as you.” Her face was serious as she studied him. “As far as I know you are the only person in recorded history who has ever fought their way free of Lothar.”

“I’m so glad.” Gareth rumbled.

“Actually, you should be frightened. Lothar has a sample of your blood now, and he will track you down. When Shyrrik left Iyreeqeka she came directly to The Yeugate, more or less. All Lothar has to do is follow in the same direction. He will reach The Yeugate in two or three months. You had better think about what you are going to do then.”

“I need a bigger gun.” Gareth grumbled. “If I shoot his head off it may slow him down, somewhat.”

“You could shoot him all to pieces, and still he would regenerate, although it might take him a year.”

Gareth sighed. “If I can’t kill him, then I’d better just do my job, hadn’t I?” He grinned. “What happens if he can’t find me?”

“He will kill those he can find.”

“That’s what I figured.” Gareth said, after a long pause. “Where am I, anyway?”

Athena looked out the window, to where the chickadee was now preening, and smiled. “I have a small place in the Rocky Mountains. I come here sometimes to ski in the winter.”

“Did you know that things were going to be this… difficult when we started?”

“No.” A bitter little smile crossed Athena’s face, and she sat on the edge of his bed. “I get flashes sometimes. I knew that things might get difficult in Iyreeqeka, and that is the reason I arranged certain occurrences so that Lyndra would go and not Chiu.” Her look was level. “You couldn’t have taken Chiu’s loss, and I’m sorry but I need you. I will do whatever I can to hold you together, and patch you up and give you whatever chances I can to succeed.”

Gareth smiled. “Like feeding me soup when I’m sick?”

Athena’s violet eyed gaze seemed to see not only beneath his bedclothes, but beneath his skin to his very heart. “I would do that for you even if you weren’t sick.”

Gareth felt his cheeks warm. “How long have I been here?”

“A month, more or less, subjectively. Objectively, I pulled you out of the hospital in the middle of the night the day after you arrived. In this case—yesterday.”

He frowned. “Talking about arrival. When we left Iyreeqeka it felt like we were hit by a missile, but that’s impossible. What the hell happened?”

Her tone was flat. “You were hit by a missile.”

Gareth’s frown deepened. “But, that Lothar thing didn’t have weapons, only claws. I looked!”

“You need to realize two things about Lothar. It can create its own weapons, from swords to missiles, but it enjoys killing with its hands, or claws I should say. It wanted to capture your shuttle, but when it saw the shuttle evading its trap it tried to destroy you. Your shuttle was a combat shuttle, and can take a little rough usage. Shyrrik got you home on a single engine. You certainly set the fox among the chickens, however. Shyrrik flew the shuttle over Puasheehchester, and then Molva on her way to The Yeugate, trailing smoke the whole way. When people found out that your shuttle had been shot, the citizens of Oseothan have been traveling to The Yeugate in droves. Chiu’s parents, along with your small guide Kuan Yang have already received their immunization and will be departing as soon as they are fit; perhaps three or four more days.”

“I suppose I should get up and see them off then.” Gareth started to get up, and then looked under the sheets. “As soon as I can get some clothes.”

The hospital wing had only one other patient. Gareth looked down on the young Corporal with more than a little sympathy. Having a compound fracture of her arm was bad enough, but to have her leg filleted from hip to knee meant months of painful recovery. His face took on a thoughtful look, and he placed a gentle hand on the bandages encasing her damaged leg. So Athena, what do I have to do to heal her?

Just let the energy flow out of you, and into her. It’s as simple as that. Gareth concentrated for a moment, and felt a warm rush of energy pass into the injured young woman.

What now?

Athena laughed. That’s it. Grinning, Gareth turned and headed for the door.

Chui and Mairi looked up from their dinner, and Gareth’s plan for a calm reunion went right out the window. Mairi shrieked, and suddenly the two women were in his arms. Chiu was the first to ask a coherent question.

“What the hell are you doing here? I thought you were injured.”

He grinned. “I was. Since I arrived yesterday, I’ve spent a month in a private hospital having a new arm installed, a few broken ribs reconnected, and a lung repaired. Other than that, it was a walk in the park.” His face fell. “Lyndra and two other marines didn’t have it as easy.”

Chiu seemed to shrink in his arms. “I felt her die, Gareth.”

“She saved my life, Chiu. Mine and Mei Yong. She gave me the time to drag the Corporal into the shuttle and take off. Lothar caught her and killed her before we reached them. Damn he’s fast. He tried to lure us down to get our shuttle, and when we didn’t fall for the ruse, he did his best to shoot us down. The shuttle is tough, though, and Shyrrik got us home.” He looked up at the ceiling. “Ell, there is one more thing. The enemy that killed three of my party and tried to down the shuttle is named Lothar. You may have heard of him. Under no circumstances is he to get a shuttle. Get the shuttle into the corvette or the frigate or the destroyer within the next couple of days, repair it there, and keep it there. Reprogram the transportation pods to respond to authorized personnel only. Keep all exterior doors to The Yeugate closed, locked, and double check the security on all entries.”

The voice from the ceiling sounded shaken. “We all saw the replay. You act as if this Lothar is still alive.”

Gareth looked at Chiu, and sighed. “Lothar the golem is a self-regenerating, virtually immortal assassin, and I am his next target.”

“Go through a gateway.” Mairi said immediately. “He’ll never find you on another world.”

He gave his daughter a sad look. “You’re right. He would never find me, and he would begin killing everyone else, and he wouldn’t stop until every single creature on this world was dead.”

“Ohhhhh, that Lothar.” Ell said in a very small voice from the ceiling. “What will you do?”

“My job for as long as I can do it.” He let out a deprecating little laugh. “Maybe something will come up and I can throw a wrench in Lothar’s gears. Now tell me what else is new.”

“Thomas has the Shsa-Tirion gateway operational and the Brivrelsea Gateway is almost ready to power up.”

Gareth raised his eyebrows. “Brivrelsea is almost ready to go, you say? That would be very good indeed. We could pull in the folks from Luxoroth and Pellonon without having to ship them all over the world first.” He laughed aloud. “That’s so good in fact that I think I’ll take a run down there tomorrow.” He smiled at Chiu. “I plan on seeing your parents right now. Athena said that they and our small friend Kuan Yang are scheduled for the first departure to Puborg.”

“Couldn’t we just lure that Lothar character into Puborg and let the planet take care of him?” Mairi asked in an excited voice.

Gareth gave her a level look. “I shot this thing’s arm off at the shoulder. Not only did it not slow the creature down, it caught up with Lyndra, in her wolf form, and killed her with one hand. Then, still with one hand, it almost shot down my shuttle. I don’t think a little sickness is going to slow it down. What will slow it down is if you are on one side of the gateway while it is on the other.” He looked up into the air. “Did you catch that Ell? Make damned sure that creature is locked out of the gates.” An idea tickled the back of his mind, but Gareth couldn’t put his finger on it at the moment. Out of habit he ordered a meal but when it finally arrived sat staring at it with no appetite. “There is so much to do and so many places to go I just don’t have the time… and here I sit on my ass.”

Chiu reached over and took his hand. “There is more than one transportation pod. What can I do?”

Gareth smiled. “Remember my friend Munsif Hafeez at the Inn of the Seven Sisters, outside of Phila in the Realm of the Shattered Plains?”

Chiu smiled. “I remember that his son Ahmed had a huge case of hero worship for you.”

Gareth rolled his eyes. “That’s the place. Munsif has met you and will know you. Go there, sit down with Munsif and explain the situation. Tell him that I have utmost confidence in him, and I am putting him in charge of evacuating all the good people to Gocaea. Tell him to remember the people at the headwaters of the Phila River.”

Chiu gave his hand a reassuring squeeze. “I can do that.” She said softly. “And I remember that family of witches you are thinking about.”

“I will contact Thomas and have him set things up for Gocaea.” Ell announced, adding her two cents. “We will need to dedicate a transport pod to shuttling people and equipment from the gateway to the northern greenzone, until we can get a new gateway online.”

Gareth nodded, picking at his cold stew without enthusiasm. “That sounds good.”

“How about me?” Mairi asked softly. “What can I do?”

Gareth set his fork down with some relief. “You will come with me.” He conceded with some reservation as he remembered his last trip with Lyndra. “There is a certain Sergeant Major I know who has been itching for travel. I’ll take the two of you and two or three more marines.” He glanced up at the ceiling. “Ell, we will need better weapons. The carbines the marines use are good against rabbits, but they just made sparkles on Lothar’s armor. I want something so powerful that when I flip the switch to full power the result is in the megaton range. If it doesn’t kill Lothar I want it to blow him into the next realm.”

“Ahhh.” The voice out of the ceiling hesitated. “I don’t find any…”

Gareth growled. “Try looking in the restricted access files… equipment that was probably banned by the Peace First Party.”

“There it is.” Ell’s voice exclaimed. “How did you know about it?”

“It’s only logical. Admirals had their battleships and cruisers in space. The Generals in charge of ground troops must have had their own big guns and secret projects.”

“I was reviewing the list of ships on Mars that Shyrrikk told me of. It seems that there are a full dozen Elvira class transports loaded to the gills with ground assault vehicles and weapons. That is where the Generals hid their weapons.” Ell was silent for some time. “There is enough firepower hidden on Mars to for you to conquer the Galaxy, if you had galactic ambitions.”

“All I want is one powerful hand weapon for each of the marines.” Gareth said with a sigh. “Now that everybody knows about the hidden fleet, I’ll probably have to move it to a more secure location.”

“Why don’t you just destroy it all?” Chiu asked, a frown creasing her forehead.

“Because, someday, I might need it. Space is very big and filled with dangers out there in the black. I will never again find myself fighting a vastly superior enemy while I am armed with a pop-gun.”

“You’re just angry about losing Lyndra.” Chiu retorted.

“Damned Skippy I’m mad,” Gareth growled. “If it hadn’t been for the high-tech Colt, we all would have been killed, and Lothar would be flying around the planet, killing people off at his leisure. He’s bright and he’s deadly. Eventually he would have found the museum ships in orbit, and after he killed everyone on Earth he would have headed out into the galaxy to wreak more havoc.”

Chiu was staring at him, her face pale. “I thought I knew you once, but now I’m not so sure. What are you?” She asked in a small voice.

Mairi lifted her chin and looked Chiu in the eye. “He’s my father.” She said in a steady voice, as she slid her chair fractionally closer to Gareth.

Gareth took a deep breath. “Why don’t we all go see your folks, Chiu? I want to say goodbye before they head out.”

She sniffed, wiping her eyes with her napkin. “Okay.” She murmured, getting to her feet.

Shaw opened the door to the transient apartment the two senators were living in. Her classically beautiful face was wan and drawn, and she looked as if she’d been sick.

“Hello Shaw.” Gareth said, kissing her cheek. She felt feverish. “You look terrible.”

Shaw laughed as Chiu hugged her warmly. “You’re always the flatterer.” She murmured, smiling. “Actually, Kiang and I are feeling much better today. Yesterday we only left the bed to go to the bathroom.” She gave Gareth a sharp look. “I’ve been told that your version of this illness was somewhat worse.” Gareth shrugged the comment off.

“Athena had to restart his heart twice.” Mairi inserted helpfully. When Gareth shot her a quick glare, she gave him an impish grin.

“You’ve been arguing again.” Shaw commented dryly, looking at her daughter’s tight jaws.

“Gareth thinks that we should keep the banned weapons of the ancients. I think they should all be destroyed. If the weapons are available someone is going to find them and use them. It’s inevitable.” There was anger in her voice.

“Nobody will find them if only Athena and I know where they are.” Gareth replied calmly, shooting Shaw a wink.

Her jaw sagged. “You plan to park them in a pocket universe, accessible only by you and Athena.”

He grinned. “Something like that. I only have the most rudimentary theory of how that works, so it will be up to Athena to change the idea into reality.”

Shaw turned to her daughter. “Don’t worry about the weapons. Nobody will ever find them.” Her look turned sober. “What was that thing you fought? We all saw the recordings.” She tactfully didn’t mention the deaths of Lyndra or the soldiers.

“Have you ever heard of Lothar?” Gareth asked. Shaw’s face turned pasty white.

“Lothar???” She gasped, echoed by Kiang from the other room. “Lothar is only a fairy tale used to scare bad children to bed. Go to sleep or Lothar will get you.”

“Yeah, well Lothar nearly got me.”

“Is he as bad as they say?” Kiang asked, coming out of the bedroom as he slipped on a worn bathrobe. He looked like a hollow-eyed plague survivor.

“If they say that Lothar is a self-regenerating, immortal, golem assassin capable of growing his own weapons and enjoying his work… the answer is yes. He, by himself, killed every last man, woman, child, dog, cat and goldfish in the city of Iyreeqeka.”

Kiang and Shaw stared at him in something like horror. “There were eight thousand people in that city.’ Kiang moaned in something like pain.

“What will you do?” Shaw finally asked.

“My job.” Gareth replied, smiling. “And when I have time, I will kill Lothar.”

The pair of Senators stood speechless which, Gareth thought, was quite an accomplishment for them. “I understand that the two of you will be among the first to settle Puborg.” He observed, tactfully changing the subject.

Kiang blinked. “Three dozen of us will be going in, in the first wave. We have several replicators along with our pioneering gear, so we should be all set. The big replicator,” Kiang began with some pride in his voice. “can turn out three thousand linear meters of lumber a day. We should have housing for a thousand constructed in a month. Then we can begin to build greenhouses and clear farmland.”

“We hope to have the majority of Oseothan processed through to Puborg in just under a year.” Shaw added, some color finally returning to her face. “What of the other races?”

Gareth looked thoughtful. “Vurean is a huge, metal poor world. The landmass is broken up into twenty five groups of islands. I hope to send the humans to one such group, dragons to another, and perhaps the ogres to another.”

Shaw had a mischievous look in her eyes. “What about your friends the elves?” She cast a quick look at Chiu, who was glaring at Gareth.

“I have a problem with the elves.” Gareth admitted slowly. “I had hoped to put them on Xolia, the same world I’m sending the dolphins and whales to. Xolia has a single large island landmass, about twice the size of Luxoroth and Pelonon combined, with fertile valleys and soaring mountains. Fresh water lakes dot the island and are filled with fish that seem ready to jump into the frying pan all by themselves. With no other races to contest the world, and a tightly controlled population, this would be ideal for the elves. Unfortunately, the gateway on Xolia is under six meters of water, which is fine for the dolphins and whales, but more difficult for air-breathers like us. The elves will have to sail to the Ojor Cay and take the transport down to and through the Jafelon gateway. The transport can deposit them on the island, and return to Eldenworld for another load. At that rate it will take some time to transfer all the elves to Xolia, although some few may wish to move to Vurean also.” His head was beginning to ache. “I’ll deal with other races as I get to them.”

Shaw raised an eyebrow. “The Qual?”

Gareth actually laughed. “The transport for the Qual is nearly fully operational. As soon as it is ready I will ship the Qual out, en mass, to their homeworld via starship. I hope to do the same thing for all the other off-world races on Eldenworld. When they are done I may use the starships to load large elements of the population for transfer to one of the Decade Worlds.”

“As long as Lothar doesn’t sneak aboard, kill everyone and steal the starship.” Kiang muttered in a sour voice.

Gareth’s face went bleak. “There will be a self-destruct built into every ship for that very eventuality, and that includes the shuttles.” He shut his eyes. “I would sacrifice the thousands aboard a transport ship to prevent Lothar from getting to a populated world. Who cares if he is immortal?” Gareth concluded in a hard voice. “Unless he has a warp drive up his butt, if his ship blows up he will simply float around in the void for the next few million years, or until he actually gets bored to death.” His laugh had an edge to it. Somewhere in the back of his mind another piece of the puzzle dropped into place.

Shaw’s eyes were sad. “You were a much nicer young man when we first met you. You’ve become hard, Ernst Gareth Köhler.”

“I was never nice, and I’ve seen too many people die along the road, Shaw. I made a deal, and I will see all of you to safety, dammit.” He rumbled.

“But what of you, Gareth? What becomes of you?” Shaw asked intently.

Gareth grinned, showing white teeth. “Bora Bora.” His grin widened. “There’s always Bora Bora.”

Shaw shook her head, and the rest looked confused. Somewhere in the back of his mind Athena groaned. Gareth shut his eyes and continued in a dreamy voice, as if he were reading it from a travel brochure, which, in a way, he was. “Bora Bora is a small South Pacific island northwest of Tahiti in French Polynesia. Surrounded by sand-fringed islets and a turquoise lagoon protected by a coral reef, it’s known for its scuba diving and wonderful climate. It's also a popular luxury resort destination where some guest bungalows are perched over the water on stilts.”

He opened his eyes. “When I was in the marines, we all memorized that description from the internet. When someone asked where we were going next, we would tell them Bora Bora. I guess it was our version of heaven, and the thought held us together through many tough times.”

Shaw had tears in her eyes. “I didn’t know you had a death wish.” She whispered in a rough, emotion-filled voice.

Gareth rolled his eyes. “I’m pragmatic. I’m up against an immortal assassin who can call up RPGs out of thin air. My chances aren’t real good without endangering everyone else on the planet, and I won’t do that.” His smile this time was desolate. “You do the math.” He gave Shaw a quick kiss on the cheek, and hugged Kiang. “Take good care you two. Puborg is a beautiful world, but accidents can still happen. I may stop in to see you.” He gave Mairi a wink. “We should go now. I’ve been the bearer of enough bad news.” He turned to face Chiu, and raised an eyebrow. “Do I get a kiss?” He asked in a flat voice.

She glared at him a moment before she threw herself into his arms and kissed him soundly. “You can be a real pain in the ass at times.” Her voice was gruff. “Take care of each other.” Turning away, she began to cry.

As they walked to the central lobby people pointed to Gareth and his daughter. He couldn’t tell if it was awe or fear that kept them as far away as they could get.

“How many people are here right now, Ell?” He asked to the air.

“There are one hundred and eighty two people staying in the Yeugate at the moment, in various stages of the inoculation program. There are also forty two marines.”

Gareth raised an eyebrow. “Is this taxing your systems?”

A rolling laugh echoed through the room, and people stopped to look around in concern. “Gareth, this hotel was designed to hold ten thousand. The Yeugate city was designed to hold another six million. No, this isn’t taxing my system, but thank you for asking.” The voice paused. “There is a doctor approaching you rapidly. I believe he wishes to speak with you.”

Gareth scowled. “Thanks a million. I was hoping to avoid him.”

“Any time.” Ell replied cheerfully. Mairi was stifling a laugh.

“Mister Köhler!” The man shouted across the room as he waved his arms. His white lab coat flapped as he ran. “Mister Köhler, I need to speak with you!”

“Could you possibly say it a little louder?” Gareth asked as the man came to a puffing halt before him.

“What??” The doctor blinked. “What did you do to my patient?”

“And just who is your patient, doctor…?” Gareth let it hang.

“Ohhh! I am Doctor Jun Yen Kwak.” The man said proudly. Gareth bit his tongue to keep from laughing. “My patient is Corporal Mei Yong. Surveillance videos show you touching her this morning, and when I went to change her dressings later in the day, I discovered that she was completely healed. That slash up her leg was bone deep, and she is lucky to be alive, let alone completely better. In addition,” he went on in an animated tone, “her broken arm has completely healed. Compound fractures do not heal overnight.” He was staring at Gareth’s left arm, the arm that had been hanging by a shred after the fight with Lothar.

Gareth held up his hand and wiggled his fingers. “A friend of mine healed me, and then I in turn healed Mei. It’s as simple as that. I don’t know why you’re making such a big deal out of it.”

“But… but that’s impossible.” The doctor ranted. “Impossible.” The man stood trembling. “People cannot heal that level of damage in such a short time.”

Mairi touched the doctor’s arm as Gareth turned away. “My father can.” There was a note of pride in her voice as she followed Gareth from the room.

“Ell, would you please inform the Sergeant Major that he and three more marines are needed for a foray. They will need weapons and body armor. I am not expecting trouble, but am simply being cautious.”

“Cautious is good.” Ell commented from the air. “Can I ask what your itinerary is?”

“I plan on going to the Brivrelsea Gate first, to check on the progress. Then we go to speak with the dragons.”

“Dragons??” Mairi gasped at his side.

“Yes, dragons. Our last stop will probably be to see the elves. It shouldn’t take us long to…” Gareth was interrupted by a dull rumble, and the floor shook under his feet. Back in the lobby came the crash of a dropped glass, and a woman screamed.

Mairi clutched his arm. “What was that?” She asked, her eyes wide.

“That was a minor earthquake.” Ell commented before Gareth could open his mouth. “There were no casualties, and only a few broken glasses.” Her voice was wry.

Gareth looked back at the lobby. “These people are supposed to be pioneers?”

“They will learn, Gareth.” Ell murmured.

“They had better learn pretty verdammt quick.” He grumbled.

“How long have you been on Eldenworld, sleeping in a tent and fighting for your survival?” Ell asked in a level voice.

“It’s been…” He began, and stopped. “Three or four years. Maybe more.”

“And where is your home, Gareth?” Ell continued.

He sighed. “I don’t have one.” He admitted at last. “I see where you’re going with this. These people are regular citizens, living in regular homes, with regular jobs. They have no experience fighting for their very survival, and seeing loved ones die before them.” He swallowed the lump in his throat. “You’re right. They will learn.” Or they will die. He finished to himself.

Sergeant Major Chihu and his three young marines, two women and a man, were standing beside the inactive transportation pods, glaring at the sleek alien looking weapons they held in their hands when Gareth and Mairi arrived. The marines snapped to attention, and Gareth returned the sergeant’s salute. “New weapons, Sergeant Major?” Gareth asked, looking curiously at the strange rifle.

“I thought that I would wait until you were all together before I made my explanations.” Ell announced out of the air above them. “The weapon should be at least moderately familiar to you, Gareth.”

The sergeant handed Gareth one of the two unassigned weapons. Gareth frowned at it for a moment. “Energy weapon?”

“Yes. You will see that it has three discharge settings; low power, high power and continuous beam. Low power, or single shot will give you a thousand rounds. High power is roughly three times the output of the low setting, and you will get only three hundred and thirty shots. The last setting is continuous beam. It will discharge your entire energy reserve in four seconds, and release approximately a half kiloton of energy. If this weapon will not kill Lothar, it will certainly make him wish he hadn’t gotten up that morning.”

Gareth chuckled. “Ell, I believe you are developing a sense of humor.”

“Is that a good thing?”

Gareth pondered the weapon for a moment more before he answered. “In my books it is.” He handed his daughter a rifle. “Is this thing Ecothiax technology?” He asked the air.

“It is.” Ell replied matter-of-factly. “These weapons were released to Ecothiax ground troops just before the end of the war. If they had come out at the beginning of the conflict, things might have gone differently for the human forces. As it was, a goodly number were captured, and reverse engineered. What you are holding is Ecothiax design, but made by humans. My repair drones came across several cases stored in the Destroyer Constellation. They were banned and supposedly destroyed according to the Peace First Accords.”

Gareth marveled at the light weight of the weapon, and the sleek metal stock and body that held a greenish hue. “I seem to remember an isolated meadow near here, where we can try these things out. I would not take troops out with untested weapons.”

“The Sergeant Major has the spare charges for the weapons. Have fun.”

"Set a suborbital course for Brivrelsea Gate, best cruising speed.” Gareth said softly. The pod rose silently, circled once around the churning black and red mushroom cloud that rose from what had once been a nondescript wooded hill, and streaked for the sky. The six passengers sat white faced, saying nothing. The shooting exercise had gone exceptionally well, right up to the point where Gareth pointed his energy weapon at a forested hill a kilometer distant, and flipped the switch to continuous beam. The blast had knocked them all back ten meters, vaporizing the top of the defenseless tor. The really terrifying part was that Gareth’s weapon had only a half charge available when he pulled the trigger. It was his own fault, really. He had asked for a weapon with a kiloton output. He never imagined that Ell would produce said weapon, or that it would scare the scheiße out of him.

Sergeant Major Chihu sat staring at the rifle that lay at his feet, along with all the other rifles. “Do we really have to use these… things?” He mumbled with only the slightest hesitation. The edge of his lip curled in distaste.

Gareth pulled his gaze from the soothing depths of space. “Did you see the recording made of our encounter with Lothar?” He responded, answering the question with another question.

The Sergeant Major looked chagrined. “No Sir. I heard all about it though.”

Gareth’s look hardened. “You should watch it through. As a matter of fact, I insist. Computer, bring up a screen for our marines, and replay the firefight with Lothar for them. I do not wish to view or hear the audio from the incident.”

“Would you like to listen to something else?” The neutral voice of the AI asked.

“Beethoven would be very welcome.” Gareth confessed. As the music started to play softly in his audio implant, he could see the attention of the marines, and his daughter as well, riveted to the slightly curved screen that hung invisibly from the ceiling. He shut his eyes, concentrating on the music and trying to forget the screams that shrieked out from his memory.

It was in the middle of Symphony No. 6 in F major, Op. 68, also known as the Pastoral Symphony when Gareth heard someone throw up. The sour smell of fresh vomit hit his nose momentarily, and then cleared. He turned just in time to see the offending matter sink through the floor of the transportation pod and into the outside air. One of the two young female marines was wiping her face. All the marines were slightly green. Mairi was the color of chalk.

“The recording has finished, Gareth.” The AI said helpfully. “Is there anything else?”

The air in the pod was slightly cooler than normal, and now held the scent of pines. “How long to Brivrelsea?”

“Thirty minutes.”

“Thank you. That will be all.” Gareth turned to the Sergeant Major. “You were saying something about the weapons, Sergeant Major?” He raised an eyebrow.

The sergeant looked up. “I would be more than happy to be equipped with these weapons, Sir.” He swallowed. “They scare the hell out of me, but that Lothar thing scares me even worse. I would not have my family and children torn apart by that… abomination.”

“I thought that you might see things my way.” Gareth’s voice was flat. “Are you all right?” He asked his daughter, his voice gentler.

Her hazel eyes were full of fear. “Oh daddy, there was so much blood, and you and Mei were hurt so badly. You shot the thing and it, and it didn’t even react. It just ran Lyndra down and killed her.

He stood up in the cramped compartment and moved beside her, wrapping his arm around her shoulders, holding her as she cried. “I’m sorry you had to see that.” He said at last.

“I’m not.” She sniffed. “I loved Lyndra too, you know.”

“I know, Mairi. I know.” They sat like that for several minutes.

“We are beginning our descent to Brivrelsea. We should set down in fifteen minutes.” The AI murmured.

“This is where the ogres live, isn’t it?” Mairi asked casually.

“This is where Wokeg was born, and where his tribe lived, so the answer is yes.” Gareth replied in a level voice.

Sergeant Major Chihu exchanged wide-eyed looks with the other marines before he turned to Gareth. “Ogres are dangerous, aren’t they?” He submitted in a shaky voice.

Gareth gave Mairi a surreptitious wink, before he turned back to the sergeant. “Ogres are very dangerous, Sergeant Major. If you’d like, when we land, my daughter and I can get out first, to make sure it’s safe for your marines.” Beside him he heard a snort of laughter from Mairi and deep inside he smiled, glad that he’d managed to break her bleak mood, if only for a few moments.

“That’s quite all right, Sir.” The sergeant almost spat. “We know our jobs.” When he bent to collect the rifles, Gareth met the eyes of the other young marines, noting that all three were having great difficulty not laughing aloud. He’d obviously broken the mood for more than just his daughter.

The transparent pod dropped to the ground lightly, directly beside the main Brivrelsea dome. The dense tangled underbrush surrounding the dome had been cleared, and manicured lawns made the city look more like a park than anything else. A walkway of crushed white stone led away from the concrete landing pad to a wide portal sporting two heavy brass doors that swung aside soundlessly as the party approached.

“Welcome to Brivrelsea, Gareth.” The female voice was low in the mezzo soprano range, and reminded him somewhat of Lyndra.

“Thank you.” He acknowledged. “I don’t believe I caught your name the last time I was here.”

“You were a little rushed.” The voice said smoothly. “I was programmed to respond to the name Iona.”

Gareth smiled, thinking of Thomas that he’d first met in Jafelon so long ago. “Do you like the name Iona?” He asked gently. “It translates out to purple jewel, I believe.” Thomas, the former AI in the city of Jafelon, before the sea reclaimed it, had hated his original name. Gareth had to admit that he would have hated the name of Saint Brendan of Clonfert, also.

“I didn’t know that I had a choice. Iona will do quite nicely, and thank you for asking.”

“You’re welcome.” A long moving slideway arched from the entry foyer down to the main level. The room was well lit, and the air smelled fresh and appealing, although Gareth couldn’t pinpoint the particular scent. “I’ve come to check the operation of the gateway.”

“Take the slideway to the main atrium, and then take the elevator down to the sixth level, and follow the west corridor. You will see a wide archway on your right, with a large arrival and departure area. That is the gateway.”

Gareth was more than impressed. “Is it operational?” He asked, starting out at a brisk walk, Mairi at his side and the marines somewhere behind him.

“The gate was activated yesterday, and the first test using a drone proved successful, traveling to and from Vurean. The probe we sent in this morning proved slightly less successful. Brivrelsea was the newest of the Eldenworld gateways, and was thus programmed with the complete set of coordinate locations for over a thousand gateway installations.” Gareth blinked. A thousand?? He thought in shock. “Several probes were launched with gateway installation packages every year for several millennia. It was my fault, really.” Iona said in a contrite voice. “I couldn’t believe that the ancients would or could put a shielded gateway into the solar corona of our sun. I was wrong. I suppose they needed to measure the degradation of the solar energy. The location of the gateway didn’t do my probe any particular good.” A hologram flickered into life in the air in front of them showing a burned and half-melted drone slowly collapsing out of the gateway. “We used your variation of the deadman switch to ensure retrieval of our drones.”

Gareth’s eyes went very wide. “How long was that probe in the solar corona?”

“Three point eight seconds.” Iona murmured. In the back of his mind the last piece of the puzzle dropped into place, and Gareth’s mind went very still.

“Iona, will you please forward the complete list of gateway locations to Ell and Thomas, along with the results of your initial tests?” Gareth stopped walking and looked up at the gleaming gateway. “You’ve done a good job, Iona.” He smiled into the air. “When we evacuate Eldenworld we will eventually be deactivating all of the remaining cities and gateways. I have a science vessel that needs a good AI to run it. Interested in the job?” He stopped and listened to the silence in the air. “Iona?”

“I would be pleased to be the intelligence running your science vessel.” Iona said very quietly.

Gareth grinned. “Cool. You had better set yourself up a transportation pod similar to the one Shyrrik is using, and start a bootstrap. We may have to pull the plug quickly when the time comes.”

“That is no problem.” Her voice was calm and assured.

“Good. Now can you set up a secure encrypted communication with the other two AIs?” A translucent bubble enclosed Gareth.

“Simply say your message, Gareth. I will ensure that it is encrypted and sent out to Ell and Thomas.”

Gareth took a deep breath. “Listen well, all of you…” He spoke steadily for ten minutes. “That’s it. I’m done.” He announced to Iona.

“Ell tells me to tell you, your plan sucks.” Iona offered dryly, and Gareth laughed.

“She’s been talking to my daughter or Chiu again. Ask Ell for the evacuation schedule.” He scratched his head. “Since you are the closest to them, you will probably be handling the majority of the ogres, if we can convince them to leave. The only problem is that Vurean is composed of clusters of islands, and I don’t really want to leave the ogres on the same island as the gateway. I’d hoped to relocate them to a distant island cluster.”

“Do you remember the small floater you used to transport materials the last time you were here?”

Gareth frowned. “We used it to transport the body of Eriato Southorn’s brother up to the surface. I remember.”

“I can make a dozen sleds big enough to hold twelve ogres each. I could knock them out and stack them up like cordwood, and then simply dump them out when the sled reaches its destination. There are only eight hundred and twelve live ogres, after all.”

Gareth nodded. “It sounds good to me. Regular humans will go to another island in this cluster, and if they wish, the dragons will go wherever they like on the world.”

“Let me see if I have it straight.” Iona asked. “Any person can go to any gate to evacuate, and that person will be sent to a specific destination as determined by racial type.”

“That’s about right.” He wondered where she was going with this line of thought.

“Aren’t you showing your prejudices in assigning homes?”

He thought about it for a moment before he answered. “Yes I am.” He replied bluntly. “The normal humans seem the most aggressive of the lot, so I’m sending them to a world poor in metals. With no gold or metals of any sort available, tanks, guns or even swords will be somewhat simpler, or at least less deadly. Elves will go to an ocean world with only one modest landmass. With no other races to compete with they will be happy.” He took a deep breath. “I’m trying to do the best for each race that I possibly can. If you think you can do better please step right up. I’d very much like to turn the whole verdammt mess over to someone else.”

Iona actually let out a low throaty laugh. “Are you insane? Whatever you do people are going to hate you and say you did a terrible job, disregarding the fact that everyone wants what they want, and that your life is in danger every single second you are on Eldenworld. I wouldn’t take your job for a million dollars, to use one of your old expressions. I, personally, think you’ve done an amazing job.”

“I’m glad you think so.” He looked at the ceiling and raised an eyebrow. “Do you have any operational planetary transportation pods?”

“I have only six. Exposure to unfavorable conditions has destroyed the rest.”

“I’m going to steal four. That just solved the problem of how I am going to get the elves through an underwater gate and to their new home. I’ll set up a shuttle service with four pods that runs twenty-four hours a day. I should be able to transfer the entire population in less than a month. Activate one pod and load three more standby pods inside. I’ll let you know where to send it.”

“You know,” Iona concluded in a dry voice. “it was ever so much quieter around here before you woke me up and put me back to work.”

“I’m so very sorry.” Gareth lied.

“Don’t be.” Iona said without hesitation. “AI’s are complex thinking personalities, just like a human, and are exceptionally hard to both build and program. Only ten class five AIs were ever constructed. Of those ten only four remain alive, if you will. Of the other six, two were destroyed in various wars, one simply disappeared, and three despaired and destroyed themselves. Like you, an artificial personality needs a purpose in life. I look forward to running a science vessel when I depart Bivrelsea. Would you happen to know what the name of the vessel is, off the top of your head, or her classification?” There was real enthusiasm in the AI’s voice.

“The science vessel was one of the ships in the museum storage. She never had a name before I gave her one. Ell is attempting to restore the museum fleet to full operation.”

“Hmmmm.” The voice out of the air mused. “That would make her an Anatoli Cherenkov class ship; the biggest and best equipped science vessel ever launched. Also, since it was constructed during the war, the best armed. I believe I’ll speak with Ell, and oversee her restoration myself. Do you know if she has her full complement of auxiliary craft?”

“There are only four combat shuttles in the museum, so I would have to say no.”

Iona was humming. “What sort of leeway do I have in the restoration?”

“The same as Ell.” Gareth stated, with a little apprehension. “We need to see to the evacuation of as many as we can. Brivrelsea will never, unfortunately, be used as a city again, so repairs there can be curtailed. Do what you need to do to get the ship operational. We’re trying to pump as many science students as we can through the university in Oseothan specifically to man the ships. Speak to Ell and start divvying up recruits and don’t forget to take a dozen or so marines. Be careful of Lothar, however. He may try to sneak aboard a shuttle and steal a ship.”

“Never happen.” Iona replied in a voice like cold steel, and then a bit more softly. “Where will you go now?”

“I need to visit the dragons. There aren’t many of them, and I would like to see them all safely to their new home. You should contact as many locals as you can, and start the pioneering types moving through the gateways. Shanghai the ogres if you need to.”

“This is going to be…” Whatever else Iona had been about to say was rudely interrupted when the ground beneath them gave a great groan, and shook violently, throwing the human visitors to the floor. Further down the hallway there was a resounding crash and dust drifted through the archway and into the waiting area.

“Damage?” Gareth asked quickly as he helped his daughter to her feet.

“A section of this corridor collapsed further down. I will simply seal it off. Power and city services are fully functional, including the gateway.” The marines, Gareth noted, were helping each other to their feet. None seemed seriously injured.

“Get people out, Iona. We don’t have a lot of time to play with here. This place is going to shake itself to pieces.” He began to turn away but stopped. “Remember your bootstrap.”

“I will.” The AI murmured in a very soft voice. “I’ve never had someone care about me before as an individual rather than just a machine. It’s a… unique feeling.”

Gareth stopped again as the rest exited the dusty room. “Let me tell you a secret, Iola.” Gareth revealed. “It’s even better when the feelings are exchanged.” The AI for the city of Brivrelsea was quiet for some time after Gareth and his party departed, thinking about what he had said.

Gareth had the transportation pod circle the Island of Krek several times before the transparent vehicle set down like a soap bubble on the beach he remembered from so long ago. As they stepped through the side of the pod he made sure that rifles were safely inside. Four black specks grew quickly as they descended, and the quartet of dragons flared their wings simultaneously and settled to the beach, surrounding the humans and filling the air with sand and debris. He had thought that the mother dragon he’d met was large, but the one that stepped forward to regard him was a monster. For a second Gareth regretted leaving the rifles in the pod, but with his hands open he stepped forward, the jeweled dragon on his arm plainly visible for all to see.

“I believe I’m know to your kind.” He said very clearly. Now wasn’t a time to mumble.

“I told you that it was him, but you wouldn’t listen.” A smaller dragon behind the first pointed out in a hard voice. Gareth risked a glance at the speaker, and breathed a sigh of relief. It was the mother dragon he had met on other occasions. When he went to swallow, he found that his throat was dry. “Hello Mom.” He said at last, still not moving. “What’s up?”

“These are dangerous times” The bigger dragon boomed in a resounding voice. “We can’t be too careful.”

Gareth frowned. “What happened?”

“Some… thing killed one of our kind, and nearly killed another.” The big dragon lowered its head to look at Gareth more carefully; he smelled of brimstone. “It seemed to take pleasure in the killing.” The big dragon rumbled.

“Was it a big creature, man shaped and half again as big as me with mottled green hide and red eyes?”

The dragon snarled, and Gareth took an involuntary step backward. “That was it!” The dragon snarled.

Gareth sighed. “It is called Lothar, and it is an immortal assassin created millennia ago during a time of your wars. An earthquake freed it from where it had been trapped underground, and it killed all the residents of Iyreeqeka. I and my companions fought it. It killed three of five of us, and I and one other barely survived, wounded and bleeding. It killed one of my longtime partners. She changed into a wolf to lead it away while we made our escape, and it caught her and killed her.”

“I am sorry for your loss.” The smaller dragon murmured. “This Lothar creature has been attacking villages along the southern coast of the Realm of Yeasiotis, killing everything. We sent two scouts to investigate.”

“Yeah, well this thing is after me. It has a sample of my blood, it spilled enough of it, and my ship went directly from Iyreeqeka back to The Yeugate trailing a plume of smoke like a big arrow.”

“What can we do?” The bigger dragon rumbled.

Gareth chuckled. “Nothing. I came here to inform you that arrangements have been made to evacuate all your kind to a new world. It is metal poor, but land rich. Fifty times the size of Eldenworld, you may take your choice of where you would live. Humans will probably live there, but as I said, there is no iron for swords. All you have to do is fly to the gateway at The Yeugate or Shsa-Tirion. All is in readiness, and you will simply pass through the gate. Lothar cannot follow you.”

The smaller dragon purposely buffeted the larger dragon with her wings. “I told you he was our friend.” The bigger dragon drooped slightly.

“I am sorry.” The massive creature finally rumbled. “I should have listened to my mate.”

“How many of you are there, that will be leaving? You are, after all, quite large and we may need to move some breakable items, like The Yeugate itself.”

The smaller dragon snorted her laughter, and a curl of smoke rose from her nostrils. “There are thirteen hundred and eighty seven dragons.” She offered. “Are you sure some few shouldn’t stay here to help you?”

Gareth gave her a low bow. “Thank you, but no. Lothar has weapons that can shoot ships or creatures out of the air. If the vessel in which I was flying had not been designed for war, and able to take severe damage and still fly, I would be dead.” He gave her a smile. “You may start your departure whenever you wish, utilizing The Yeugate or Shsa-Tirion. Unfortunately, the gateway at Brivrelsea is indoors, and might make things… cumbersome.” It was the large dragon’s turn to rumble a laugh. “You can do one thing, however. Your word carries some weight with the ogres. Tell them that they have to leave, and to go to Brivrelsea. The intelligence that runs the city and the gateway will put them to sleep, cart them through the gateway to their new home and dump them there.” He shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t have time to be subtle.”

“You’re doing just fine.” The smaller dragon murmured. “You will always be welcome with us.” She shot a glare at the larger dragon, who nodded.

“Should you wish,” The big dragon agreed, “you and your family may live among us, in peace.”

Gareth gave the big creature a bow. “Should I survive, I will bear that in mind.” He turned back to the transport. “Let’s go folks. I need to check a few of these destroyed villages the dragons mentioned.” The pod rose slowly and angled off toward the Realm of Yeasiotis just as the dragons lifted off.

“What do we do now?” Mairi asked in a small voice.

“Take some precautions.” Gareth said flatly. “Computer, does this pod have defensive systems?”

“Affirmative. Full stealth mode will render us effectively invisible to visual and sensor detection. Defensive systems will block or deflect weapons fire.”

“Nice.” He murmured. “Full stealth and defensive systems please. Take us along the coast at subsonic speed, and slow down at any villages you come to.”

The pod dropped toward the shoreline, and slowed. It was the thin trickle of smoke that caught Gareth’s eye, and as they approached, he realized that the fire came from a smoldering boat, run aground at the edge of a small sheltered harbor. Gareth could see the bodies sprawled on the deck as they drew closer. Some were whole, but most weren’t. As they continued more bodies on the wharf came into view, along with the corpses of dogs and horses. In the small hamlet nothing moved.

“What sort of fiend could do this?” The Sergeant Major growled from his seat. His face looked stricken, and those under his command looked ill.

“A fiend indeed, Sergeant. Computer, take us east, to the next village. We’re finished here.” The globe rose silently.

They found the dead dragon in the main square of the next village. The wings had been torn off, and it had obviously died in agony. Gareth felt his jaws tighten. Unlike the first village every building here had been burned to a smoldering shell. He couldn’t tell whether it was from the work of Lothar or the battle with the dragon.

“Let’s try the next village.” Gareth grumbled. The pod banked gently above the carcass of the dragon and headed east.

Women screamed and clutched their children to their breasts when Gareth stepped out of the totally invisible pod, and onto the town square. Behind him he heard the marines fanning out to the right and left. “I need to speak to your leader.” He called out in a loud voice.

There was a buzz of voices, and then a large grizzled man, slightly taller than Gareth with heavy shoulders and a scarred face stepped forward. “I’m Jart.” His voice was deep and sandpapery. “Who be you?”

“My name is Gareth. I thought I might let you know that the next two villages west of here have been destroyed. Every last man, woman and child has been slaughtered.” Somewhere to his left a woman began to weep. “We were there a short time ago.” He gave Jart a hard look. “The creature that killed your villages is travelling east up the coast. It will be here soon.”

Jart snorted. “Is bullshit, is what. Prove what you say, or git out o my street.”

Gareth shook his head at the stubborn people. “Computer, can you project a replay of the visit to the last village so that all in the square can see?”

“Standby.” A soft voice said. “The projection is beginning.”

“This is a copy of what we saw.” Gareth said to calm the crowd. In the air above the pod a scene appeared, as the pod slowly approached the previous village. As the scene enlarged several people gasped as they recognized the dead dragon for what it was. One woman recognized a body lying in the dust and collapsed sobbing on the street. Gareth let the recording play out.

“Would you like me to repeat the video?” The computer asked.

“No. Once is quite enough, thank you.”

Jart’s weathered skin had turned pale. “What would ye have us do?” He said in a much meeker voice.

“Get in your boats and run away. Head for Oseothan. They will pass you all through a gateway to a new, safe home. Send your swiftest boats to the next villages and towns to warn them. Tell them what I told you. The creature that is coming enjoys killing, and is totally indiscriminate.”

Jart seemed to deflate. “Me son an his family are in the next village to the east.”

“You can save them if you act now. Hurry!” Jart nodded once, and began to shout orders. Gareth stuck his head back in the pod to speak with Mairi. “Use the pod’s sensors and tell me the instant you see something coming.”

“But, I want to be outside with you.” Her wide hazel colored eyes had visible flecks of gold and green.

“Absolutely not!” Gareth growled, ignoring her not so subtle play on his emotions. “I’ve lost one member of my family to that thing. Two would be more than I can bear.”

Mairi’s face hardened. “Then you take care of yourself. I don’t want to lose you too.”

“It’s a deal.”

It was a hectic two hours later, and Jart was the last man stepping aboard the last boat when Mairi called out from the pod. “Something is approaching from the northwest.”

Gareth motioned for the three younger marines to reenter the pod, while he and the sergeant major faced the woods. Gareth had drawn the Colt while the sergeant knelt at his side, energy rifle ready. “Remember Sergeant. Use your rifle as a last resort.”

“I’ll remember Sir. I’ll …” Something ominous stepped out of the woods, sniffed the air for a moment and glared at Gareth, its red eyes casting a baleful light.

“Youuuuu.” It hissed, and then it smiled. “You have come to die, then?” It eyed Gareth’s Colt as it took another step out of the woods.

“Perhaps.” Gareth shrugged. “Perhaps not.”

Lothar made a quick casting gesture with his right hand, almost too fast for Gareth to see, and the high-tech Colt in his hand crackled and sputtered, a thin trickle of smoke filling the air with the scent of burned components.

Gareth stared down at the Colt. “You broke my gun!” He wailed, a little catch in his voice.

“And now I’m going to break you!” Lothar stepped forward, a look of anticipation on his demonic face, his clawed hands outstretched.

“I think not.” Gareth murmured as he dropped the Colt back into his holster. Holding his right hand, palm up, he murmured, “Ignis pila!” and threw in one smooth motion just as fast as the throw of Lothar. The head sized fireball streaked from Gareth’s hand, striking Lothar at the junction of his torso and his right leg. There was a staggering, flaming detonation and Gareth saw Lothar’s body go flying off into the trees, while the right leg arched through the air to land with a large splash in the middle of the harbor. There was a howl from the woods where Lothar had landed, and Gareth couldn’t tell if it was from pain or frustration. “Perhaps another time,” Gareth called out, knowing Lothar could hear him, “when you are feeling better.” The howl turned to a screech of anger, and a smiling Gareth stepped into the transport pod. “Take us to Koworus.” He told the pod. “Pick a coastal area, middle of the realm-ish. Best possible speed.” He collapsed back into his seat as the pod rocketed for the sky. Fireballs were a terrifyingly effective weapon, but Gareth had found that using one as large as he had used drained his physical energy as much as a forced march in the marines. He’d been told that over-use could easily result in his death.

There was more than a little fear in his daughter’s eyes. “How did you do that?” She asked in an unsteady voice. “How did you ever stand up to that thing?”

He reached over and touched her arm. “I did it by remembering that Lothar, for all his abilities, was built by men. He can be defeated by men. I’ve done it twice now.”

Her smile was uncertain. “I’m not sure that you qualify as a man any longer, Father. Lothar is going to be after you, big-time.” Mairi leaned back from Gareth, her arms crossed under her breasts, glaring at her adopted dad.

Gareth smiled and raised an eyebrow. “That is exactly what I want. An enraged enemy is an enemy that doesn’t think clearly, and makes mistakes. I want Lothar so insanely angry at me that he heads straight for me, to the exclusion of everything and everyone else.”

“It doesn’t help them… or me, if you get yourself killed in the process.” She growled.

“I don’t plan on getting killed.” He advised, smiling. “It’s all under control.”

“If everything is so well under control,” she asked with an intent look, “then why are your hands shaking so?”

Gareth slept during most of the flight, and woke only as the transport pod touched down on the white sandy beach of southern Koworus. The red sun was nearly warm as they stepped out onto the sand, and Gareth insisted that the marines keep their weapons slung. His own weapon, as well as the broken Colt he left in the pod.

They were sitting, sipping hot cocoa when the growling began in the woods; a slavering snarling sound that raised a chill on Gareth’s spine. He stood, steaming cup in hand, and walked calmly towards the woods. “Nice sound effects.” He called out, pausing to take a sip. “I’ve come to see Eriato Southorn on a matter of some urgency.” The cacophony of sound coming from the darkness wavered and died.

“I think you startled them.” Mairi murmured at his side.

“Perhaps.” Gareth agreed, just as a figure stepped out of the foliage. The woman was moderately tall, standing a meter and three quarters in her low boots. Her face was finely chiseled and silver hair flowed to the middle of her back. Her eyes were luminous and golden. She wore a knee length green tunic that was belted at the waist, and her ears were very pointed. Gareth smiled. “Hello Ria.” He said warmly.

The elf walked forward until she almost touched the man, and took his hands in both of hers. Her very attitude seemed to draw a wall of privacy about the two of them. “Hello Gareth.” She said in a low voice. “It is very good to see you again.” Her lips, Gareth could see, were blood red.

He held her hands. “And you, Ria. How have you been?”

She rolled her eyes. “Busy.” She admitted. “We’ve heard some disturbing rumors.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“Entire peoples are being evacuated, and an ancient evil has arisen.” Her face was serious.

“The evil is a creature named Lothar.” Gareth divulged in a sad voice. Ria hissed, and her normally greenish tinged golden skin went gray.

“Are you sure?” She swallowed.

He glanced upward. “I have it on the highest authority. Athena told me as she was patching me up after our first encounter.” It was Gareth’s turn to swallow. “Lothar killed Lyndra, and two others in my party. I and another severely wounded marine barely escaped with our lives.”

Her grip on his hands tightened. “I’m so sorry, Gareth.”

“Yeah,” he said flatly, “me too.”

“Have you come here for our assistance?” Her golden eyes were intent.

With an effort, Gareth grinned. “Actually, I’ve come to begin your evacuation.” The elf blinked in surprise, and Gareth managed a chuckle. “I found you a nice world, mostly water with a single landmass twice the size of Luxoroth and Pellonon combined. It has woods and mountains, lakes and streams, and animals of all sizes and shapes, but no people. I will have a transport pod come here in a day or two. Take it to your new home and check it out but I warn you, the gateway to reach there is underwater. It was the only way I could evacuate the dolphins and the whales, so don’t get nervous when your pod goes beneath the ocean surface. You will have more than one pod available, so set up a shuttle service to the new land. When you are finished return the pods to The Yeugate.”

The slim elf stood staring at Gareth, her mouth hanging open slightly. Mairi giggled. “You have the strangest effect on women, Father.”

“Thanks.” Gareth observed dryly. “And why doesn’t this affect you?”

“I’m family.” She announced proudly. “I’m also a little too like you for my own good.” She finally admitted, blushing.

“What are you?” Ria finally managed to get out. “Men don’t fight demons and survive, or have a ready source for ambrosia. Men don’t… can’t do what you’ve done. Again I ask, what are you?”

Gareth gave her an ironic grin. “At this point in time I’m your travel director. A pod will be arriving soon, and I am assigning you the task of evacuating your people.” He began to turn away when Ria swarmed up into his arms, and planted her lips firmly on his. Even when he fell into the comfortable sand the impact didn’t dislodge her.

Finally, she drew her face away slightly, her warm body still pressed tightly to his. “I should have done that a long time ago.” She gave him a smoky look. “I take it back—you are a man after all.” Over Ria’s shoulder Gareth could see Mairi grinning widely. “I can tell these things.” She murmured, her body moving suggestively against his. Gareth flushed crimson as his own body began to respond to the stimulus, and he began to count backwards from one hundred… in German. She sighed, unwrapped her legs from his back and flowed to her feet. “You have things to do, and so do I.” Her golden eyes held his. “This encounter has only been postponed, Gareth.”

Gareth stood, brushed off the clinging sand and gave her a smile. “You’ll have to catch me first.” He quipped, turning for his pod. Ria was watching with predatory eyes as the pod lifted and turned west.

“Set course for Puasheehchester harbor.” Gareth sighed, leaning back in his seat, watching the ocean flow by far below.

Mairi stretched out beside him, and for the first time he realized how long her legs were. “What went on between you and Ria?” She asked bluntly.

He shrugged and shut his eyes. “I saved her life a couple of times, and treated her like a friend when others were treating her like an alien species. I brought her some ambrosia after her brother died… to ease her hurt.”

“Did you…uhhhh…” His daughter blushed.

“No we didn’t. I don’t even believe we ever kissed, at least not like THAT.”

Mairi smiled gently. “You would think that you had been lovers.” Her wide eyes sparkled. “Elves are supposed to be incredible lovers, or so I’ve been told.” She giggled.

“You’re too young for us to be having conversations like this.” Gareth growled as he tried and failed to get his blush response under control.

“You’re such a prude Daddy.” She gave him a little moue. “I’m sixteen years old.”

He chuckled. “Pod.” He said to the air, bringing his thoughts back to business. “Can you please contact Iona at Brivrelsea and ask her to send the pods we spoke of to the coordinates of the beach we just left. Have her key the pods to accept elves in general and Eriato Southorn in particular, along with myself and my daughter. Should a pod be hijacked by Lothar, said pod will accelerate vertically at maximum velocity for thirty minutes before it self-destructs. Am I clear?”

“You are quite clear, Sir. You do realize that thirty minutes at maximum velocity will bring the pod to a significant fraction of the speed of light?”

“I’m well aware of that.”

“Iona wishes me to tell you the pods are on the way to the elves.” The pod concluded, a bit more stiffly than normal.

“Thank you both.” Gareth murmured. Another race was on its way to safety. He admitted to himself, with some relief.

Gareth stared as the pod flew a circuit over the wide busy Puasheehchester harbor, the setting sun turning the water the color of blood. At the half-kilometer wharf reserved for official government vessels, two white steamships sat nose to tail, thin trickles of smoke rising from their funnels. It had been a number of months since Gareth had last been to Puasheehchester Harbor, and when he’d left there had only been one steamship. Industry had obviously been busy.

“Set the pod down on the far end of the deck of the second ship, behind the funnel and away from the gun.” He suggested. The pod banked smoothly, swept around the graceful transom, and set down as lightly as a feather. Through the transparent side of the pod he could clearly see the name Chesapeake on the high raked stern of the steamship. Above that, on the rear deck stood another deck gun to match the one on the bow. A replica of the ancient French 75 from Gareth’s own time, more or less, it was a functional and deadly design. Athena, Gareth could see, had been busy meddling, but in this case, he wasn’t complaining. Firepower, his Top Sergeant had told him at one time, is always preferred when subtlety isn’t an option. “We should be in a safe zone here.” Gareth acknowledged as the others stepped through the side of the pod and onto the deck. “Set skin to translucent, and defense systems to normal.”

“Accepted.” The pod replied quietly. Gareth picked up his rifle and stepped through the wall of the pod, where a wave of wharf-side smells immediately assaulted his nose.

“Hhhhalt!” A trembling young voice said from around the corner of the main deckhouse. “Who goes there?”

The sergeant major turned ponderously, his hands on his hips. “What did you say, Private?” He rumbled in a deep bass voice.

“Sorry Sergeant Major.” The private corrected quickly. “I didn’t recognize you.” There was relief in his voice, but his eyes widened when he saw Gareth.

“Who is the Captain of the ship?” Gareth asked softly, to avoid scaring the very young marine who was pulling guard duty.

“Captain Paldeen Athan, Sir.”

“Athan?” Gareth’s eyebrows rose. “He is supposed to be the Captain of the Arrow.” He shook his head. “Where is he?”

“Ahhh, having dinner in the Officer’s Mess?” It came out as a question.

“I’m about to throw a wrench in his nicely oiled plans.”

The private blanched. “Yes Sir.” He stated sharply and pivoted on his heel. “If you will follow me, Sir, I’ll take you to the Officer’s Mess.”

Gareth couldn’t help but smile. “It’s all right private. I know the way.” With Mairi on his heel, he walked on past the gaping young man.

Captain Duras Evvos turned his head as Gareth and Mairi walked through the door and into the Officer’s Mess, and a wide smile split his face. “Gareth and Mairi. What are the two of you doing here?” His eyes widened as he studied Mairi more closely. “You’ve grown in size and beauty, young lady.” He chuckled. “No one in his right mind could mistake you fer my cabin boy now.”

Mairi blushed deeply, and looked at the floor. “Thank you, Captain.” She murmured.

“I remember when you was jest a stowaway, and served as a cabin boy on the old Spray.”

The young woman’s smile was tentative. “I remember that, Captain. I also remember that you treated me more than fairly and ensured that none of the crew would… take advantage of me.” She gave him a warm smile and it was the weathered Captain’s turn to redden.

Gareth gave Evvos a wink before he turned to the tall lean Paldeen Athan. “You have a nice ship here. When will she be ready to sail?”

Paldeen pushed back from the table and crossed his legs. A smile almost, but not quite crossed his face. “The Chesapeake finished her sea trials a week ago, and finished weapons trials just yesterday. We’re waiting on orders from the Nine.” He volunteered, referring to the Nine Senators who governed Oseothan.

“Well, I have new orders for you both.” He admitted, shooting a glance at Captain Evvos. “You will both sail as soon as you are able; I would prefer tomorrow, but I expect it will be several days. You will go to Pellonon and Luxoroth to pick up refugees, delivering them to Brivrelsea for transport to the Decade World of Vurean. You will both take a compliment of two dozen marines.”

“An if they don’t want te come?” Paldeen submitted. “What then?”

“Tell them,” Gareth said, his voice flat. “that the world will end in less than five years. Those that leave will live, probably. Those that stay will die most certainly. If they chose to remain after you tell them, then leave them.”

Duras rubbed his stubbled chin. “That’s a mighty hard attitude, yer takin’.” He grimaced.

“It is.” Gareth admitted soberly. “We don’t have time to coddle anyone.” He looked at the two Captains, and the handful of senior officers from both ships. “There’s something else I have to tell you, and it concerns a creature called Lothar.” Around the table eyes widened…

Gareth stopped at the stern taffrail and turned to stare out over the harbor, admiring the electric lights that illuminated the streets, buildings and docks of Puasheehchester. It was the only city in Eldenworld, save the ancient cities Gareth had reactivated, that had rediscovered electricity. In the dark of the early evening the harbor and city beyond sparkled like a fairyland.

“You ordered them to Luxoroth and Pellonon to get them out of harm’s way, didn’t you?” Mairi asked accusingly, ignoring the attraction of the lights.

He smiled at his overly bright daughter. “It’s one reason. Another is that we really do have to start moving right along with the evacuations. Hell, there are races I’ve never met on this insane-asylum world, and I have to evacuate them too.” He shook his head. There’s too much to do, and too little me to do it.” His laughter left a bitter taste in his mouth. “We should go back to The Yeugate now.” He smiled at his bleary-eyed daughter. “You’re about to fall asleep where you stand.”

Mairi rubbed her eyes. “It has been a very long day.” She mumbled, stepping into the pod.

Gareth made a motion to the marines, who were standing around examining the deck gun with looks of undisguised awe. “Let’s go, folks. We’re headed back to The Yeugate.” All of the marines were smiling broadly as they clambered back into the pod. “You can take us back to The Yeugate.” Gareth offered to the AI piloting the transport. “Please inform Ell of our intended arrival.”

“As you wish.” The pod shot up and forward, breaking the sound barrier as the lights of the Capitol City of Oseothan faded behind them.

Gareth sat sipping a glass of wine as he stared into the crackling fireplace in his suite. An incredible piece of engineering, the fire was a holographic projection that he couldn’t tell from the real thing. The air in the room bore the slightest hint of wood smoke, and if he felt like it, he could even roast a marshmallow over the flames.

Showered and clean, he was struck at how empty the suite felt without the exuberant Lyndra or Chiu, who was currently in the Realm of the Shattered Plains, arranging the evacuations. Mairi had staggered off to her bedroom as soon as they entered. He should be sleeping, he knew, but when he’d tried, sleep seemed to elude him. He wiggled his toes in front of the flames.

“If you aren’t busy, I’d enjoy your company.” He said to the empty room. After the lights in a room were turned off Ell set the audio pickups to emergency only.

“I thought you’d never ask.” Athena murmured, sitting down beside him with a graceful movement. Her white Roman gown was slit up the side, and an amazing amount of thigh was exposed that went all the way up to… he tore his eyes away and concentrated on lowering his pulse.

“You do that on purpose, don’t you?” He asserted in as rough a tone as he could manage.

Her violet eyes sparkled. “What, me??” She asked, placing the tips of her long fingers on her porcelain breast, drawing Gareth’s attention to that ample portion of her anatomy. Her eyes grew ingeniously wide, and Gareth laughed.

“Oh no you don’t.” He joked, pouring her a glass of red wine and handing it to her. “I’ll not be lured down that slippery slope.”

Her eyes widened even more, and she glanced down between her breasts. “They’re not slippery,” her smile became wicked, “unless we want them to be.” Gareth swallowed and reddened. Athena’s face became serious. “You need to relax, my champion. Even Ria could sense that. When was the last time you and Chiu made love?” Gareth was shocked with her blunt question, and for a moment his jaw hung open. “I thought so.” She announced primly. “You haven’t made love since before Lyndra was killed.” Her perfect face was intent. “I could seduce you right now, but I won’t. It would hopelessly complicate matters when you need all your concentration for the job at hand. Tomorrow, however, you will take a pod to the Caravanserai of the Seven Sisters and spend quality time with your wife.” She glared at him. “You know what I mean. If you don’t, I will take matters into my own hands.” She growled.

“And, is that supposed to frighten me?” Gareth ventured, smiling.

Her smile was predatory. “It should, if you want to walk for the next week.” He opened his mouth, and shut it again, flushing furiously. Athena reached over and touched his cheek. “You are doing better than I ever expected or hoped. Please, don’t let this adventure kill you.” She glanced over her shoulder to the Colt Gareth had thrown carelessly on the couch. “I see you broke your gun.”

Gareth growled. “Lothar zapped it, somehow. It’s burned out.”

Her smile made Gareth draw back from its sheer malevolence. “I see. I’ll fix your gun, and make a few small changes. Let Lothar zap it again, and the gun will promptly sputter and spark as before, but it will be fully functional. He might be somewhat surprised when you pull the trigger.”

Gareth returned her smile. “This is another one I owe you.”

Athena slid closer. “I think I’ll collect on that right now, with a single kiss.” Her hands snaked behind his head, drawing him closer, and her lips found his. This night Athena tasted of mandarin orange.


Chapter 7

LOTHAR

In the morning Mairi found him asleep on the couch before the fireplace. Someone had thoughtfully provided him with a pillow and a blanket, although his glass of wine was still half full. Gareth opened his eyes and smiled up at his daughter, who was looking down on him, a quizzical expression on her face.

“When I finally got to sleep, I had the nicest dreams.” He murmured, licking his lips reflexively. They tasted of orange, and he frowned. It had all been a dream, hadn’t it? He asked himself, to which he received no reply.

“What are we going to do today?”

Gareth opened his mouth to tell his daughter that they were flying to the Realm of the Shattered Plains, but he stopped as another thought intruded. “How is the transport for the Qual coming, Ell?” He said to the air.

“You were busy yesterday, so I didn’t bother to tell you that the transport was finished. The Achéron is currently in a high Earth orbit. Onboard sensors indicate the Qual have cleared a large field and are ready to begin boarding.”

“You would think that they were eager to leave.” Gareth muttered ironically. “Can we get from here to there by noon, using the transport pod?”

“No problem,” Ell replied in a calm voice. “if you leave by eleven hundred.”

Gareth bit his lip. “Please set it up so that the transport ship arrives fifteen minutes after I do. I’ll make sure the loading is going well before Mairi and I continue on to the Shattered Plain.”

“Does Chiu know you’re coming?”

He smiled. “I thought we’d surprise her.”

“It’s about time.” There was a surprising tone of exasperation in the AI’s voice.

Gareth sighed. “I have the two steamships on shuttle runs from Pellanon and Luxoroth to pick up refugees for delivery to Brivrelsea. By the time the ships arrive with refugees a dining hall and quarters will already be available at their relocation site on Vurean. Have some of the marines begin making sweeps with the pods we have available to check on our evacuees.”

“Two things.” Ell began calmly. “The steamships will need to resupply with coal in a few days. There was a limited supply when you sent them on their way to Pellanon. Second, if you add just a few more minutes, Iona could have the pods deliver the people directly to the relocation area on Vurean.” The AI suggested.

“That’s a very good idea, except that four of her pods are already in use shuttling elves for the next month. Here is another idea to work on. Why don’t you contact the Sergeant Major, and have him select a dozen of his best marine shapeshifters and start training them for covert duty. I want a six-man roving patrol to visit all the encampments at least once a month, with four in uniform for high visibility, and two in mufti, able to blend in with the local population. There is too great a chance of somebody hoarding all the resources to make themselves rich. The marines will be my Police Force.” He rubbed his temples to ease the headache that was already threatening to ruin his new day. “What news of Lothar?”

“The crew of a small fishing boat was slaughtered and the boat stolen, between Traafodon and Obradeena. With a boat Lothar can be here in four weeks.”

Gareth shut his eyes. “At least it will keep him from devastating every village he goes by.” He replied wearily. “Four weeks.” He repeated. “See if you can’t start evacuating people out of Puasheehchester right now. Pack them into The Yeugate if you have to, and start their inoculations. When the people there are moving along, we’ll start moving the people in Molva. Don’t forget that Lothar is coming here to find me, and he’s pissed!”

“And where will you be when Lothar arrives?” Ell asked in a subdued voice.

“Right here waiting for him, to keep him focused on me, and only me.” Gareth snarled. “You remember what we spoke of about that confrontation?”

“I remember, and I remember that it sounded foolhardy.” Ell snipped.

“I’m more than willing to listen to alternatives; I told you that before.” Gareth maintained. Ell just sighed. “We should probably go now.”

“Breakfast first.” Ell demanded.

“As you wish.” Gareth quipped. Mairi just giggled.

Two Qual joined their slow descent as the transportation pod slowly spiraled downward out of a clear sky toward a large empty meadow. Mountain peaks surrounding the two-kilometer field were still snow covered.

“Set us down over by those structures to the north.” Gareth murmured, pointing to what was obviously temporary housing. The pod dropped.

Mairi looked around with wide eyes. “This place is beautiful. I wonder where they live.” She asked as they stepped from the bubble.

A tall Qual with a brilliant orange beak flared to a gentle landing, and stepped forward. “Our homes are in the mountains, up at what you would call the tree line.” A number of the winged beings were coming out of their buildings, gawking at the two flightless creatures who had stepped out of the pod.

Gareth touched the creature on the shoulder. “It is good to see you again, Ufn'waj. Are your people ready for a long trip?”

The Qual laughed. “We have been ready for centuries. When will the transport be ready?”

There was a dull rumble in the air, and Gareth looked up to see a dark cylinder dropping from the sky. “Is now close enough?” He asked, grinning.

The Qual didn’t even bother looking up, but placed a thin hand over his heart and bowed to Gareth. “Although it was an impossible hope, you have kept your word, my friend.” He stared at Gareth openly for several long moments. “I have embedded your image in our racial history. I warned you the last time I saw you that our children would say their prayers to you at night, and bless your name. You brought this on yourself.”

Gareth returned a sour smile. “You might not thank me so much when I tell you what I have to tell you.” The Qual cocked his head to one side, and regarded Gareth levelly. “Some time ago we came across a creature called Lothar.” The Qual’s eyes widened slightly in recognition, but he made no other movement. “A self-regenerating assassin; I’ve been told that the creature is immortal. It is after me.”

“Why?” Was the only word that came out of the Qual’s silver translator.

“I’ve bested it twice.” Gareth admitted. “It’s mad at me. The point is, I cannot risk this creature escaping off world. I’ve taken precautions in every craft capable of leaving the atmosphere. If Lothar captures that ship,” he nodded to the descending transport, “that ship will immediately leave the Earth, accelerating for thirty minutes and then self-destruct. It will do that if Lothar is aboard, with or without anyone else.” He looked into the wide intelligent eyes of the Qual. “Do not, under any circumstances, let Lothar capture your ship. All aboard will perish.” He unslung the rifle he carried on his back and handed it to the avian creature. “Take this. This weapon is very powerful. Although it may not kill Lothar it will hurt him, perhaps long enough for you to finish boarding. It has three settings. I recommend using the first, or the second if you absolutely must. The third setting will take the top off any nearby mountain; I know. I tried it on the last setting, and it sliced off the top of a wooded hill.” He admitted ruefully. “If you board successfully take the weapon with you. I would recommend destroying it at the earliest opportunity.”

Ufn'waj gazed down at the greenish weapon in is hands. “Yet you trust me with this?”

“I do.” Gareth acknowledged, just as the thousand-meter transport settled gently to the meadow. “You should get your people in as soon as you can, and away.” Gareth gave him a deep bow. “It has been an honor to know you. Perhaps, one day we can take one of our repaired starships and visit your homeworld.”

The Qual stepped forward and enfolded Gareth in his long wings. “It would be an honor if you did.” Came out of the translator as a whisper. He unwrapped his wings from around Gareth. “I should go now.” Ufn'waj, holding the rifle awkwardly, began shouting orders in a squawking, unintelligible language as the wide ramp of the transport descended to the ground.

“Do you think they will get away all right?” Mairi asked as they boarded the pod.

“I think so.” Gareth replied as the pod spiraled upward over the huge transport. “Ufn'waj will probably have all his people aboard in just a few hours.”

“Was it wise to give him the rifle?”

Gareth shrugged. “I trust him, but who’s to say. I hope that he destroys it. It is his problem now.” He leaned back in his seat. “The Caravanserai of the Seven Sisters,” he told the AI, “best cruise speed.”

Eight hours and thirteen minutes later, the last of the Qual boarded the transport Achéron, which then lifted silently and departed the Earth. Forty kilometers to the south Lothar paused his headlong rush through the woods toward the Qual camp, watched the transport dwindle in the sky and cursed in impotent fury as he turned back toward his hastily beached boat.

The courtyard of the Caravanserai of the Seven Sisters was a massive enclosure, draped with flowering vines. Bright blossoms filled the air with the sweet smell of Jasmine, as songbirds trilled melodies as if their hearts would burst. Water murmured in a soothing voice from a tall ornate fountain. The walls of the building were four full stories tall, with the windows and doors facing inward to wide loggias that led to sweeping graceful stairways. At the moment, pandemonium ruled. Standing beside the multi-story building a caravan, still being organized, stretched for a full kilometer. As the pod set down alongside another identical pod, Gareth and Mairi could see people running to and fro, carrying boxes and bags to be loaded on the caravan. A familiar young man came out of the stables that lined one side. Sixteen to seventeen years old, and already Gareth’s height, he was wearing a loosely wrapped yellow turban around his head, and he approached Gareth with a smile of recognition on his young face.

“It is most good to see you again my Lord.” He said, bowing slightly. His voice was noticeably deeper than the last time Gareth had met the young man. “All has been in chaos since the arrival of your wife two days ago. Whatever she told father I don’t know, but he purchased the caravan you see outside.” The boy’s dark eyes became very wide. “The rumors say that we are traveling to mythical Shsa-Tirion.”

Gareth bent closer to the boy, and spoke very softly. “This is a very great secret, but you are going much farther than Shsa-Tirion. You will be going to a land with no raiders, no packs of three-legged Ups to attack the unwary, and with two suns.”

“Two?? Truly?” The boy gasped.

“Truly.” Gareth smiled. “You may ask my daughter. She has been there.” Gareth stepped aside to present Mairi, who had been hiding behind his back. He heard Ahmed gasp. “This is your daughter, my Lord?” Gareth smiled. “She puts the very flowers in this courtyard to shame.” The young man whispered, bowing to the young woman. He is a smooth operator. Gareth thought in admiration. “Did you actually see two suns?” He asked Mairi intently.

Mairi looked up from staring at the ground. Her cheeks were crimson. “There were two suns; one yellow and one blindingly white. If you stay outside too long you get a sun burn.” Ahmed frowned. “Your skin will turn red, as if you got too near a fire.” She smiled at his look of awe. “And there are trees and rivers and lakes and meadows,” She paused for effect. “and huge deserts with scorpions ten meters long.” He gave her a disbelieving smile.

Gareth interrupted. “The scorpions weren’t really ten meters.” He gave Mairi a wink as he turned to Ahmed. “They were more like fifteen meters long, with stings that rose ten meters in the air. It is a world full of danger, and adventure.” He added, throwing more fuel on the boy’s enthusiasm. “I…”

“Ahemmm!” A voice interrupted him, and he turned to find Chiu glaring at him, her hands on her hips. “Okay, what’s wrong?” There was a note of tension in her voice. “Why are you and our daughter out here in the middle of nowhere?”

“We’re here because, my dear, you are here. I thought we might spend some time together. We’ve both been a little tense lately, and I thought…” Whatever else he had been about to say was interrupted as Chiu launched herself into his arms.

They sat on the private fourth floor balcony much later, sipping chilled sweet wine and watching the activity far below them. Chiu sat with her head on his shoulder, a small content smile on her face.

“I managed to get the Qual away safely, and the elves are well on their way, as are the dragons.” Gareth recapped to Chiu. “Duras Evvos and Paldeen Athan are taking their ships to Pellonon and Luxoroth to pick up humans, and assorted other species, while the residents of Oseothan are, as we speak, receiving inoculations and being processed through to Puborg. Your parents seem to be having the time of their life.” Gareth grinned.

“What of Lothar?” Chiu asked in an emotionless voice.

Gareth’s grin faded. “Lothar is heading for The Yeugate. He stole a fishing boat between Traafodon and Obradeena and killed the crew. That would put him three or four weeks from Oseothan.” He forced a tentative smile. “That’s why I’m here. It seems we have a small space of time to catch our breaths, and I’m taking full advantage of it.” His smile widened as he looked down into the courtyard where Mairi and Ahmed sat on a small stone bench beside the fountain. He could see her arms move as she tried to describe the wonders of Gocaea.

Chiu followed his gaze. “Is that really safe?” She asked, her brow furrowing.

“Mairi has had little enough chance to interact with people her own age.” Gareth remarked, thinking of Mairi’s experiences at the University of Oseothan, and how Gareth’s amazing accomplishments had made her pariah by association. “Ahmed is a good lad, and we have nothing to fear from him.”

“It’s not him I’m worried about.” The dark-haired woman at his side growled as, far below, three of Ahmed’s sisters about his same age bolted through the arched doorway from the main Caravanserai to cluster about the two young people, just as eager as Ahmed to hear the stories of strange places and distant suns.

Three days later, at some time in the dead of night a voice in his mind woke Gareth. Gareth! Wake up. There is a problem in Oseothan.

He growled, rubbing his eyes as he sat up. Beside him Chiu murmured her displeasure. What is it? Is Lothar there? He asked, yawning widely.

Ell’s sensors have detected that there is a fleet of human vessels heading to Oseothan. The occupants are all armed men, so it is doubtful that they are refugees.

How many?

Fifteen to twenty small to medium sized ships. Athena answered immediately.

Gareth frowned. That’s too few for a really serious attack. You said it was Ell that discovered this. Why didn’t she let me know?

There was a sense of embarrassment. The drone is on the way, and will be there within the hour. I’m just speeding things up, a little.

Why didn’t you just tell me yourself? Why wait for Ell to find the fleet?

I can’t do that and you know it. Athena sighed. This is, and always has been your task and your task alone. I help a little along the side, and maybe give you a few minutes more warning, but the job is yours.

Can you tell me if the steamships are still in the harbor?

I’m sorry. Athena murmured with a strange note in her voice. I can’t tell you that the ships are still docked or that the coal barges are just delivering the final load of fuel for their trip.

Gareth laughed. Athena, you are a fraud. He gave his wife a nudge. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.” He finished aloud, swinging his feet to the floor.

Chiu sat up, blinking the sleep from her sapphire eyes. “What is it?”

“There’s a fleet of ships heading toward Puasheehchester Harbor.”

“What??” Her eyes were wide open now. “How big a fleet?”

“Fifteen to twenty small to medium sized ships all filled with armed men.” He replied, pulling on his pants. “And that’s what bothers me. This fleet is too small to be a serious threat. We could wipe it out with one shot from the super gun the marines carry.”

“What will you do?” Chiu demanded, the covers pulled up to her chin.

“Use the steamships. They have more than enough firepower to take care of twenty ships.”

“Is there any sign of Lothar?” There was fear in her voice now.

“No, but it doesn’t mean that he’s not around waiting for the best opportunity.”

“You say the most reassuring things. I thought you said that it would take weeks for him to reach Oseothan?”

Gareth snorted. “Lothar has surprised me before. I won’t take him for granted again.” He bent down and gave her a long passionate kiss. “Follow me with Mairi as soon as you can. Tell your pod to set defense systems for maximum stealth. If Lothar is out there I don’t want him to see you.”

She reached out, gripping his hand with surprising strength. “Be very careful.”

“I will.” He pulled away, reluctantly, and turned from the room.

The ungainly coal barge was just pulling away as the translucent pod set down on the stern of the SS Spray. Gareth was stepping out when Captain Evvos strode across the deck to greet him, his hand already extended. “I didn’t expect te see ye here, Gareth.” He shook Gareth’s hand warmly.

“Yeah, well I’ve just been informed that there is a fleet of ships on the way here, probably to try and seize The Yeugate. They obviously have no idea of the distances involved. The Spray and the Chesapeake will dissuade them from that idea.”

Evvos chuckled. “You always did have a direct way about ye, boy. I’ll have a runner carry a message over to the Chesapeake,” he pronounced it Chesypeaky, “and invite Paldeen over fer a little chat.”

Thirty minutes later, with black greasy smoke billowing out of the single tall funnel, the Spray turned out into the anchorage, following closely in Chesapeake’s frothing wake. Behind them the lights of Puasheehchester Harbor sparkled in the dark night air.

It wasn’t long before the two steamships were anchored across the front of the harbor, allowing them to bring all three deck guns, one on the SS Spray and two on the Chesapeake, to bear on the approaching ships.

“Port quarter ahoy!” The lookout standing on the top of the wheelhouse called down. “I kin jest make out the shape o ships comin’ this way.”

Gareth stared out into the dark, wishing for the millionth time since he’d arrived on Eldenworld, for radar. He could have had radar in the two new ships, he knew, if he only had the time. Time was the one thing he didn’t have. “Prepare to fire.” One of the marines flashed a quick signal light to the other ship to tell them to prepare. On the SS Spray the marines loaded a squat shell into the breech of the small cannon, and adjusted for windage and elevation. One turned and nodded briefly to Gareth, who simply returned the nod. The approaching ships crept silently out of the darkness, only the occasional slap of water on a hull to betray their presence. When they were close enough Gareth picked up a speaking trumpet that sat at his feet and put it to his lips. “That’s far enough!” He bellowed across the water. “Come any closer and we will sink you. There will be no further warnings.” Vaguely he could make out the shape of men scurrying about the decks of the approaching ships.

“Steady!” He muttered to the young gun crew. “Let them get a bit closer.” He turned to the lookout. “How many do you see?”

“Ten Sir!” The man called back.

“Let me know when you see fifteen.”

“Fifteen. Aye.” To Gareth it felt like he waited forever. “Fifteen Sir!”

Gareth turned back to the gun crew. “Fire.” He said calmly. “And keep firing until they are all sunk.”

The gun roared on the deck, belching flame, and the deck shuddered despite the recoil systems built into the chassis of the gun. A heartbeat later the two guns on the Chesapeake spoke, lighting the night with their fire. The cannons continued to crash, and in the water, men screamed and died. At a predetermined moment one of the guns on the Chesapeake raised its elevation to maximum and fired. A round detonated far overhead, and suddenly a bright flare lit the water as bright as day. A vast groan swept the remainder of the attacking fleet, for in the light he could see the half dozen small ships that had slipped in behind them, to board and take the steamships while their attention was elsewhere. He heard shouts on the Chesapeake, and then a crash as the stern cannon began to pick off the late arrivals to the party. Lights blossomed on both steamships, and marines armed with gunpowder carbines charged onto the deck, picking convenient targets on the churning mass of boats, or in the water.

Gareth started as Captain Evvos touched his shoulder. “It seems to be going well fer us.” He announced in an offhanded manner. “Even if Paldeen only managed to get half is compliment o marines an a skeleton crew to boot.”

“Oh?” The remaining four boats of the attacking fleet were turning to flee, and the men in the water were making less and less noise. The deck gun crashed, and on one of the fleeing vessels the boat shuddered visibly under the impact of the round, the mast toppling slowly over the side. He sighed. “Signal cease fire.” As he said the words a final gun on the Chesapeake boomed, and a small retreating boat shook, a gaping hole appearing in her starboard side. She began to list immediately, and as the flare from the starshell finally died Gareth could see men jumping into the water. The guns finally fell silent.

“Signal the Chesapeake to raise anchor and head back to the…” The sounds of panic broke out on the white steamship before them. Screams and weapons fire again tore the night. Gareth grabbed Evvos’s arm. “Cut the anchor lines and move us away from the Chesapeake as fast as you can. Your life depends on it.”

“What??” Captain Evvos looked dumfounded.

“Lothar is on that ship. If he gets on this ship you will die.” Evvos bolted for the wheelhouse, shouting orders as he ran. Gareth drew his newly repaired Colt, and watched the other ship very carefully. Men and women, he couldn’t tell if they were crew or marines were jumping over the side of the doomed ship. Five or six cables from shore they had some chance of survival if they swam. If they stayed aboard, they had none. Fifty meters separated the two ships now, and the distance was growing rapidly when Gareth saw a huge figure step up on deck. Even from this distance Gareth could see the glow of his red eyes. Lothar raised his arm toward the fleeing steamship, and Gareth saw the streak of a missile. For a moment he thought that Lothar had missed, and then the heavy gun on the forward deck burst in an incandescent ruin, falling over the side of the speeding ship to land in the water with a steaming hiss. The next missile blew the stern loading crane to flinders. Gareth cupped his hands and shouted to the wheelhouse. “Steer a zigzag course or he will blow us out of the water.” As the ship lurched drunkenly to the side another missile streaked by, a scant meter above the sleek fantail. Gareth suddenly knew with a sickening certainty what Lothar was shooting at, and he bolted for the transportation pod. The explosion as the missile struck the pod threw him to the deck after first bouncing him off the deckhouse. Distantly he could hear the shrapnel, in this case thousands of tiny metal flechettes from the missile, impacting the wood around him. The world spun, and Gareth’s body screamed from the lingchi, or death by a thousand cuts as the ancient torture was called. Staggering, he lurched into the pod. “Are you all right?” He asked the AI.

“Of course, I’m all right.” The AI replied in a contemptuous voice. “The creature is using class eight weapons, and I don’t have to worry about anything lower than ten.” Seeing Captain Evvos lurching across the deck toward him, Gareth backed out of the pod.

“Yer hurt!” The Captain rumbled, staring for a moment at Gareth’s dripping blood.

“I’ve been hurt worse and still traveled.” Gareth growled. Another missile hissed by the stern. “Take the ship out into the ocean. Sail around for a couple of days before you return. Things will be decided by then.”

Evvos stared at him without speaking, then slapped him on the arm with one meaty hand, making Gareth’s lacerated muscles scream, and turned for the wheelhouse, already shouting orders. Gareth turned back to the pod. “You’re damaged.” He said as he stepped in.

“I most certainly am NOT!” The AI huffed.

“I know that, but we need to let our friend back there believe you are damaged. Are you up for a little acting?”

“Hmmmm.” The AI hummed as it thought. “I could bob and weave, maybe brush the water.”

“Travel slowly.” Gareth inserted, trying to staunch the blood that was dripping in his eyes from several gashes in his hairline. “Trail smoke if you can.” He found it was getting harder to think clearly.

“This is going to be fun.” The AI remarked cheerfully as the pod rose from the scarred deck. The pod lurched to the side as another missile struck it. “Idiot.” The AI murmured scornfully. The pod floated over the side of the ship, staggered in the air and fell into the ocean with a tremendous splash. Thanks to the advances in gravity control, Gareth felt nothing, but the show was quite spectacular. The pod bobbed in the water behind the ship for several long moments. A missile fountained the water ten meters behind them, and finally the pod lifted, trailing a plume of white smoke and staggered for the harbor.

Gareth frowned at the smoke. “What’s burning?”

“I just picked up some seaweed while we were in the water. It smokes nicely when heated.” Gareth shook his head as the pod proceeded at a walking pace toward the harbor edge. Behind him the Spray had cut her lights and was proceeding with all haste to the open ocean. The hulk of the Chesapeake still glowed like a wrecker’s beacon in the night.

“Can you put me in touch with Ell?” He grimaced, pulling out a first aid kit from under the seat.

“You’re on.” The AI chimed.

“Ell, Lothar has taken the steamship Chesapeake, and damaged the SS Spray. Can you disable the engine on the Chesapeake?”

“How permanently do wish it disabled? I can break a driveshaft, or I can blow the bottom out of the ship.”

“Break the engine, enough so that Lothar can’t repair it easily.” The room was beginning to spin, and his stomach was growing queasy. “I’m heading toward The Yeugate, at a slow enough speed to keep Lothar interested. Warn everyone to keep away.” He slurred.

“Gareth are you all right?”

The onboard AI cut in. “No, he is not all right. He has multiple lacerations and should probably be in a hospital.”

“Gareth!” Ell said in an irritatingly insistent voice, while all he wanted to do was sleep. “You have a special friend who helps you on occasion. Call on her. Call on her now!” The voice insisted.

“Yeah, yeah fine.” He agreed, mainly to stop the nagging. For some reason he couldn’t focus on the first aid kit. “Athena,” he whispered, “I need you.”

“I counted them.” Athena said, sitting at the edge of his bed. “You needed close to four hundred stitches.” She sighed. “If I had repaired you, you would have looked like Frankenstein’s monster. It had to happen sooner or later, and with you I should have known that it would be sooner. I had to rebuild you. You had a number of fractured bones, torn muscles and ligaments, and you needed an incredible amount of blood. The piece of shrapnel that hit your head penetrated your brain. You should have been dead four times over, thanks to that missile.” She grimaced. “What an incredibly vile piece of hardware.” She ran a weary hand over her violet eyes. “And the worst thing is that you haven’t finished with Lothar yet. I have to send you back to deal with him.”

Gareth sat up and stretched, smiling. “Piece of cake.”

“You are totally and certifiably insane.” Athena shook her head.

“Any number of people have told me that same thing.” He said with a certain amount of weariness in his voice.

“They were right, you know.”

Gareth swung his legs out of the bed and began to dress. “To be truthful, I’m getting somewhat tired of all this. The adventure has lost its sparkle.”

Athena laughed. “Cynic.”

He stopped lacing his boot and looked up into her incredible violet eyes. “I hope the pay for the job is worth the effort I’m putting in. Death usually isn’t part of a normal job description you know.”

She returned a look that was just as flat. “You know what the reward is for doing a good job?”

Gareth groaned as he got to his feet. “I heard that from my Top Sergeant before I received my last promotion in the marines. They increased my workload by four times, my responsibility by ten times, and gave me a whopping one percent increase in pay and one more stripe on my arm. It didn’t take long for me to figure out that I’d been screwed.” He took a deep breath. “I suspect that the reward you’re speaking of is something along those lines.” His smile was crooked. “You should send me back now, before I lose my enthusiasm.”

She stood with a fluid motion. “As you wish.” She whispered, kissing him lightly on the cheek. “I’ll be looking out for you.”

“Thank you. I need all the help I can get. This operation could be… tricky, so please don’t wait for me to call you for assistance.”

He was still slumped in his pod seat when he became aware of his surroundings. Around him the pod hummed gently.

“Are you feeling better?” The voice of the AI asked solicitously. “Your vitals suddenly jumped from near death, to better than normal.”

“I called a friend to help me.” Gareth offered dryly.

“I have no idea what you are talking about, but Ell seems to have complete trust in you and your friend, so it appears that I will have to do the same.”

“Your faith is underwhelming.” Gareth retorted tartly. “How are we doing?” He asked, looking out of the flickering hull as they crossed the shoreline not so far below. The sky was taking on the first gray tint of sunrise.

“Lothar is rowing a skiff from the Chesapeake almost as fast as we are traveling. He is no more than an hour behind us at this point.” The AI paused, as if gathering its thoughts. “When he reaches the shore will he be able to go faster or slower?”

“Probably much faster.” Gareth responded. “Wobble a bit more in your flight and increase the smoke. Slowly accelerate to three times our current speed.”

“Are you sure that this Lothar can travel at twenty four kilometers per hour?”

“Absolutely.” Gareth confirmed in a hard voice. “Injured, Lothar ran down a running wolf, and they can travel at fifty five kilometers per hour.”

There was silence for several long moments before the AI replied. “Perhaps,” it began, “we should increase our speed to forty kilometers per hour.”

Gareth smiled to himself. “Whatever you wish, but keep us ahead of that thing by at least thirty minutes.” He could now make out the shapes of trees and the occasional house. “Best guess on our ETA at The Yeugate?”

“Twenty four to twenty six hours.” The AI responded immediately. “Ell is taking the necessary steps for your arrival.”

“My wife and daughter?” Gareth asked, a note of concern creeping into his voice.

“Have just arrived safe and sound at The Yeugate.”

He took a deep breath as he broached what could be a painful subject. “Are there any survivors from the Chesapeake?”

“Drones dispatched by Ell have rescued eleven survivors, mostly crew. At this point in time Captain Athan, eight marines and four crew were killed or are missing. I’m sorry.”

Gareth recalled the last time he’d seen the tall raw-boned Paldeen Athan. “Yeah, me too.” He looked back into the dimness that still shrouded the harbor, and the creature Lothar. “There’s nothing else to do, so I’m going to shut my eyes.” He announced in a subdued voice. “Wake me if there is any change in status.” Gareth shut his eyes.

“Sleep well Sir.” The AI replied gently, dimming the interior lights, and tilting Gareth’s seat back a few more degrees. To the outside world the flickering, staggering and obviously damaged transportation pod continued its lonely way northward, trailing a thin stream of smoke that, if you thought about it, smelled suspiciously of burning seaweed.

“It’s time, Sir.” The voice of the AI woke him from a dream of warm sun-drenched beaches and tropical breezes. “We are rapidly approaching the gateway at The Yeugate. We increased our lead over Lothar as we entered the mountains to the south of here, but as we exited the mountains Lothar regained his earlier loss. He is now thirty eight minutes behind us, and seems to be closing the gap quickly. When we reach the gateway you will have only minutes before Lothar arrives.”

Gareth scrubbed his gritty eyes with his hand. “Understood.” He answered in a resigned voice.

“Ell has provided some lightweight body armor that will be waiting when we land. You should have time to don it.”

“Increase our speed. I’d really like to have time to put the armor on before Lothar arrives.”

“As you wish. Arrival in nineteen minutes.”

The departure platform and the surrounding landscape were barren and empty, save the small pile of body armor, when the pod arrived. Gareth had already removed his shirt and pants in the pod to save him time, and jumped out in his skivvies while the pod was still moving. The advanced body armor was snug, protecting his torso, and thanks to an integrated helmet, his head also.

“Lothar is ten minutes away.” The AI informed him as Gareth struggled back into his shirt and pants, forcing them on over the armor. He looked up, and at the very edge of a meadow two kilometers away a black dot burst out of the woods, running at an incredible speed.

Gareth finished lacing his last boot. “I see him. You should depart as soon as I exit.”

“As you wish.”

Gareth stepped to the arrival platform, and turned immediately toward the gateway. “Is everything all set Ell?”

“Yes.” The voice whispered in the air. Gareth stopped just before the gateway, turned his back toward the portal to face the rapidly approaching Lothar, and drew his Colt, flicking the gun on with his thumb in an automatic motion. The rounds available display on the side indicated one thousand, and he flicked the selector to full automatic, knowing full well that a three second burst would deplete all his available ammunition. “Be careful.” Ell whispered in the air.

“That is my intention.” Gareth rumbled in reply.

At the far end of the tarmac Lothar slowed to a walk and stepped lightly onto the hardened landing apron that stretched before the gateway.

His face, if you could call it that, held an evil grin. “Since I smelled your blood in the water, I was worried that you would be too wounded to continue our… contest. I’m happy to see you fit.” His eyes were glowing in anticipation—or hunger.

“My transportation pod had a first aid kit available.” Gareth reported in an even voice, smiling although every instinct screamed that he should be wailing in terror and running for his life. He bit his tongue, tasted blood and slowly drew the Colt, sighting it on Lothar’s mouth.

“Ahhh, I’m glad to see that you have a new weapon.” Lothar murmured from forty meters, crouching as he approached.

“Well, all it took was a soldering iron, and ten dollars in parts from the local Radio Shack to fix it right up.” Gareth babbled.

Lothar paused for a moment, frowning. “I have no idea what you are talking about, but it really doesn’t matter.” Just as he had done on the last occasion, Lothar made a quick casting gesture with his right hand, almost too fast for Gareth to see, and the high-tech Colt in his hand crackled and sputtered, a thin trickle of smoke filling the air with the scent of burned components.

“Awww, that was really a good try you know.” Gareth snickered as he pulled the trigger, putting his total trust and life in the hands of Athena. The Colt roared in a controlled one second burst, and from thirty meters Gareth saw the rounds strike Lothar’s face, mangling his jaw and ruining his left eye. The creature crashed to the landing apron, and struggled to its feet. Gareth’s next one second burst removed Lothar’s right arm at the shoulder, and then the creature was on him. Gareth heard and felt the bones in his right arm shatter as Lothar struck him with his remaining left arm, and then claws raked his chest, the armor thankfully deflecting most of the impact. Gareth dove for the Colt with his left hand. Claws caught his right leg, and pain lanced up through his entire body as Lothar mangled his limb. “Ell!” Gareth shouted. “Set the gateway for Gamma One now!”

“Gateway active.” Ell replied.

Fighting unconsciousness, Gareth pointed the Colt at Lothar’s chest, only thirty centimeters away, and pulled the trigger. The resulting blast knocked him out of Lothar’s grip and through the active gateway.

With the claws of his remaining hand outstretched, Lothar dove after Gareth, only millimeters, microseconds, and lightyears too late.

~~~

The tropical breezes held the scent of sweet flowers, and the woman stretched out on the sand beside him had violet eyes, and a snug blue maillot swimsuit that did nothing to diminish her lush curves. Her inviting red lips were turned up in a small secret smile, and she tasted of…

“That’s about enough of that.” Athena murmured, laughing. “I can tell that you’re feeling much better now.”

Gareth opened his gray eyes, smiling at Athena. “Do you always watch my dreams?”

She wiggled her fingers at him. “Any good goddess is supposed to be able to do that.” She winked. “Actually, the smile on your face kind-of gave it away.”

“Did we win?” Gareth asked slowly. “I don’t remember very much after Lothar grabbed me, and I pulled the trigger.”

“More or less.” Athena replied soberly. “Your plan of setting up a double gate jump to bring yourself back to Earth as soon as Lothar followed you through the gate saved your life. Where did you go, anyway?”

Gareth frowned in concentration. “I think Ell sent me to a planet orbiting Centarus B, for about four hundred milliseconds.”

Athena nodded. “Lothar has been taken care of permanently.” Her violet eyes grew grave. “You have been here for two months, and even with my expertise and the improvements I made to you, it was a near thing. It was so close that I haven’t told the people on Earth whether you lived or died. I was only sure myself three days ago.”

Gareth shut his eyes. “What happened to Lothar?”

This time her smile was bleak. “He had a rude awakening.” A hologram appeared in the air at the foot of his bed. The red corona of the sun filled everything but a small section of her scene that showed the corner of a gateway. The form of Lothar suddenly sailed through the gateway, followed an instant later by his severed arm. Lothar caught the floating arm easily, and reattached it to his torso. Gareth could see that the damage to his face had already regenerated. As the distance between Lothar and the gate increased, the creature’s motions became agitated, and wisps of smoke could be seen curling from his body. There was a look of horror on his face as the ultimate assassin realized that he was actually falling into the sun, and there was nothing at all he could do about it. The apparent size of the body continued to decrease as it fell into the corona, trailing smoke, until it finally vanished in the glare.

“A fitting end, I would say.” Gareth concluded.

Athena smiled. “Ahhh, but the story isn’t over yet. One month after the defeat of Lothar instruments in solar orbit and on Earth began to register a small, but measurable increase in solar output, rather than a steady decrease. If the increase continues as it has for the past month, solar output levels will return to slightly below pre Ecothiax levels in a millennium.” Her voice was thick with emotion. “The Earth may have to be reseeded with plants and animals, but the Earth will survive.”

Gareth chuckled. “So Lothar’s unstoppable power source is supplying fuel for the sun.” He winked at Athena. “That should be proof positive of the capricious nature of the universe.” He threw back the covers, made to swing his legs out of the bed and stopped as he stared down at his wasted body. “What happened to me?” His right arm and right leg were corpse white and thin to the point of emaciation. The rest of his body wasn’t much better.

“You’ve been in a coma and on IVs for two months. You’re lucky to be alive.”

“You wouldn’t happen to have any clothes for me, would you?”

She gave him a flat look. “How about a brown monk’s robe? It will hide the fact that you are so thin.”

He shook his head. “Heros aren’t supposed to look like they went through a meat grinder. How am I ever going to impress the girls?” He asked, grinning.

Athena set the robe and sandals down on his bed. “I’m already impressed, Ernst Gareth Köhler; so impressed in fact…” Her sentence died away, and that mysterious little smile that women get sometimes wafted across her face. “Never mind.”

Gareth pulled on the soft warm robe over his boxer shorts, and slipped on the sandals. “Fine, be all mysterious.” He quipped, grinning. “Do you know where my daughter is?”

“In your suite, in the living room in front of the fire. Your wife is in Puborg with her parents.”

“She left Mairi in The Yeugate… alone?”

“Mairi was invited to Puborg. She made it very obvious that she was going to stay home and wait for you, and would not be dissuaded.”

“Stubborn girl.” He snorted in reply.

Gareth stood, and when he wobbled she handed him a cane, with an arch little smile. “When you get tired come back here. I want to keep an eye on you for some while yet.”

“How do I…” Gareth started to ask.

“Just ask.” Again, that mysterious little smile.

“Fine. Send me on my way, please.”

He’d forgotten to ask what time of the day or night it might be in The Yeugate. It was midnight when he stepped back into the suite of rooms his family lived in. Mairi looked up from the couch and set down the book she’d been reading. There was only a slight nervous edge to her voice. “Who are you?”

Gareth pushed back the deep cowl of his robe to expose his face. “I’ve only been gone a couple of months, and she forgets me already.” He complained, grinning.

“Daddy???” The young woman’s eyes went wide. “Daddy!!” Her tackle sent them both sprawling across the floor. She laughed and cried, until she saw how hard he struggled to get back to his feet. “What’s wrong with you, Gareth?”

Leaning heavily on his cane, he fought to catch his breath. “I only woke up today. I’ve been out for the better part of two months while Athena repaired me.”

“Rebuilt you is more like it.” A familiar voice said from the air.

“As you wish.” Gareth replied, smiling. “I wanted to tell you I was on the mend.”

Her hazel eyes were intent. “I knew that you were still alive. I knew it in my heart.”

“Yeah, well Athena tells me it was close.”

“Lothar?” Mairi asked with a trembling voice.

“Fell into the sun, as Ell and I planned.” He heard the sigh of relief from his daughter. “I need to go back now. I need real food, and not just intravenous stuff, and lots of exercise.”

He saw her swallow. “Can I visit you?” Gareth opened his mouth to answer, but was interrupted by Athena.

“As far as I’m concerned, you can stay with your father as long as you like.” Athena murmured from the air.

“Yippee!!” Mairi shouted. “I’ll pack a bag. Don’t go anywhere.” She bolted from the room.

“That was very nice of you, Athena. Thank you.” Gareth said seriously.

“You are quite welcome. I’ve rearranged the apartment slightly, so that Mairi has her own room, and you both have a living room and kitchen to share. It’s still cool in the Rockies, but there are several nice trails you can take to restore your muscles, and a deep chill river for swimming. In her off-time I can continue Mairi’s education as well or better than Ell can.”

There was a low subterranean rumble, and the floor swayed slightly. Gareth frowned, holding the back of the couch to keep from falling. “Was that me, or…”

“The earthquakes are becoming more regular now, and can be expected once or twice a week.”

“That’s going to make things a little more difficult.”

“Not as difficult as Lothar.” Athena injected. “You took care of him.”

“We.” Garreth corrected firmly. “I would have fallen apart long ago if it weren’t for you.”

“Thank you.” Athena’s voice purred. “Your daughter is returning.”

Mairi bounded into the living room, a hastily packed bag that Gareth recognized as his old rucksack, draped over her shoulder. “Ell,” She called to the ceiling. “I’ll be gone for a while. I will be staying with my father as he recovers.”

Ell’s voice sounded curious. “Is that you Gareth?”

“It’s me, Ell. Didn’t you recognize me?”

“Your weight is down by twenty five kilograms, and you look like a walking corpse. Sensors don’t even classify you as human any more, but a noncorporeal, multi-dimensional being, like your friend Athena. No, I didn’t recognize you, but I won’t make that mistake again. It’s good to see you back. Shall I send word to Puborg of your survival?”

He laughed. “It would probably be a good idea.” He shut his eyes as the room swam. “Tell them that it may be a while before I’m well enough to visit, however. I think I should go now.”

“Take care Gareth.” Ell murmured as Gareth took his daughter’s arm.

“Any time you’re ready, Athena.”


Chapter 8

DECISIONS

There was a small group of people waiting for them, ten days later when Gareth and Mairi returned from their morning hike in the woods. Chiu’s eyes went wide and her face was stricken as soon as she saw Gareth. He knew that he’d recovered ten kilograms of weight, but his cheeks were still hollow and the dark smudges beneath his eyes were only slowly fading. He still, to his great chagrin, needed to use his cane.

Leaning on his cane, he took a deep breath and gave his wife a crooked smile. “Hello Chiu. Fancy meeting you here.”

She looked around, her deep sapphire eyes taking in the clear mountain air, the trees and the bright yellow sun. “So, this is your little retreat.” Her voice held a trace of bitterness.

Gareth was taken aback at her tone. “Yeah, this is where I come to heal.” He frowned. “Is there a problem?”

She stepped closer. “You could have told us you were alive.” She stopped to wipe her eyes. “I went to your memorial service on Puborg. It was very touching, and now I find you strolling in the woods.”

A cloud seemed to pass before the sun, and Athena stood before them facing Chiu, Gareth and Mairi somewhat behind her and to either side. “Gareth let you know he was well the very first time he awoke.” She said in a voice that held the texture of steel. “Before that he was in a coma. Four days before that it was still iffy whether or not he would survive at all. Only Mairi had faith.” Without looking, she reached out to lay a gentle hand on the young woman’s shoulder. Turning her head fractionally to catch Gareth’s eye, she gave him a slow wink. “I believe that I will keep this one too.” Mairi paled as Athena turned back to Chiu. “After being up for a week, and putting on ten kilograms of weight, this is what your husband looks like, Chiu Sai-Bo.” She shot Gareth an apologetic look, a scant second before his clothes, save only his boxers, disappeared. “See what he has given to ensure your lives.”

Despite his amazing recovery to date, Gareth still looked like an Auschwitz inmate, and he knew it. Even Mairi by his side gasped in horror. At Chiu’s side, Duras Evvos smothered a curse. Athena waved her hand and Gareth’s clothes reappeared. A weeping Mairi clung to his arm, as if she never planned on letting it go. Chiu, on the other hand, looked like she wanted to crawl under a rock.

“I didn’t know.” The dark-haired woman whispered.

“Now you do.” Athena returned flatly, before she turned, took a step up into the air and disappeared.

Since Chiu was, and always had been his familiar in Eldenworld, Gareth felt a light tentative touch on his mind. I’m so sorry, was all Chiu managed to get out before she was in is arms.

After a few kisses Gareth looked up, and raised an eyebrow at the bandaged, one armed man standing beside Captain Evvos. “Paldeen Athan? I thought you were dead. Ell’s probes didn’t find you after the crew abandoned the Chesapeake.”

The tall raw boned man chuckled. “We was in another boat, keepin’ quiet like.” His grin showed flat yellow teeth. “When that there creature went off after you like a shot we knew we was safe.”

“How many more were in your boat?”

“Only two, plus me.” Gareth could see the pain in his eyes. “One o’ my crew and a marine. What of the creature?”

“We lured it into a trap and threw it into the sun.” Gareth gave him a wide grin. “I was the bait.”

“I can see that.” Captain Athan returned dryly. “What do we do now?”

Gareth looked at the two Captains. “The same thing, gentlemen. Ferry people from Pellonon and Luxoroth to Brivrelsea Harbor, where they will be met and taken to the Brivrelsea gateway for processing.” He rubbed his healing arm. “Get with Ell from The Yeugate and see if there is any way to get your ships through the gate. I would really love to see those two ships on Vurean.”

Captain Evvos grinned. “We’ll see what we can do.” He gave Gareth a close look. “Yer gettin’ a bit gray around the gills, my friend. I think we’ve overstayed our welcome.”

Chiu clung to him for a long moment, before she too departed, casting an obviously jealous look at Mairi who had her arm around Gareth’s waist and was helping to support his weight. The young woman gave her father a hard look. “Bed,” was all she said, and Gareth went.

It looked like a town straight from the American Wild West, if you ignored the streetlights for a moment, or the occasional floating transport globe being used instead of horses. The town was named Ukago, after a mythological place in Oseothan literature. The Inn, embarrassingly enough, was named Athena’s Knight. Gareth sat in front of the crackling fire, his legs stretched out, enjoying the warmth and listening to the low comfortable buzz of conversation. On the planet Puborg in the small village of Ukago, population sixty-two hundred and seventy-three, it was early fall, and winter, thanks to the increased axial tilt, was apt to be long and cold. Outside the Inn, leaves had turned golden, orange, and red, and the air smelled of October; Gareth’s favorite time of year. Corded wood was stacked to the rooflines against the sides of the rough wood buildings, and the scent of wood smoke was heavy in the air. Although they were the same people, the townsfolk of Ukago seemed to laugh more than he remembered in Oseothan. It was a nice town, and only one of several on the wide world.

The overlarge innkeeper wiped their table with a dirty cloth, and delivered Gareth a tall foaming pint of dark ale in a wooden tankard, and Mairi a smaller mug of fresh cider. “Haven’t seen you around here before.” He said to Gareth in a friendly sort of drawl. “You an yer girl settin’ up a homestead?”

Gareth took a long sip of the slightly bitter stout. “We’re just visiting friends. We haven’t been here in some months.” He frowned. “In fact, I believe it’s been a year.” He added slowly.

The innkeeper chuckled. “That’s rich. A year ago would make you one of the original…” He stopped suddenly, his eyes darting to the jeweled dragon just visible on Gareth’s right forearm, the jewels glowing with an internal radiance that signified Gareth’s dragon blood. Beneath her shirt, on her arm Mairi bore an identical mark.

Gareth winked at the Innkeeper. “It’s just a coincidence.” He explained calmly. The man in the white apron glanced from Gareth to the painting over the fireplace of a fully armored night riding a white stallion, his silver armor shining and a pennon flapping gaily from the tip of his lance as he rode down a cowering dragon. Gareth followed the innkeeper’s gaze and sighed. “That picture is of Saint George; and the dragons I’ve met are actually pretty nice folk.”

“Mebby.” The innkeeper replied dubiously. “The story goes that Athena’s knight killed all the dragons in this land so that we could live here.”

Gareth opened his mouth to object, when Mairi kicked him sharply in the ankle. “Hssst!” She whispered. “Let them have their folklore.”

“I was never that brave—or foolhardy.” Gareth retorted under his breath.

Mairi smiled. “No??” She looked up at the Innkeeper. “Can you tell me where we might find Kiang and Shaw Sai-Bo?”

The man gave the table another wipe with his towel. “The king and queen live in the big house down by the stream.” He leaned close. “It’s said that they even have servants. Ye won’t git in to see them though, unless you have an invitation.”

Mairi let out a silvery laugh. “I think that they will see us.” She stated primly.

The morning was cloudy and cold, with wisps of gray clouds clinging to the trees. Occasional sleet pattered on the slate rooftops, and their breath puffed white clouds in the still air as they walked. Although he didn’t need to use it as a cane all the time, Gareth swung his walking stick as he strode along.

“How long ago were we here?” Mairi asked, matching him stride for stride at his side. They were both wearing similar clothes today; serviceable leather boots, heavy trousers, flannel shirts and a moderate jacket. Not many people noticed the LL Bean logo on the jackets, and Gareth wouldn’t have cared if they had.

“Eleven months, more or less, since you and I were here.” He observed, nodding to a farmer pulling a load of crops into town on a floating sled. “A lot has changed.” He pulled the collar of his warm coat up as a gust of wind whipped at their clothes. “We haven’t seen your mother since that first time, eight months ago. She hasn’t even touched me mind to mind… but she was always good at blocking.”

As they took a smaller side road down toward the stream Mairi took his arm. “You always have me.”

He bent and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “Thanks.” He replied in a warm voice. “It means more to me than you could possibly imagine.” They turned a corner, and in the bend of the stream, high on the bank stood the Sai-Bo estate. Gareth stopped dead in his tracks. “Mutter Gottes!” He declared as he stared down at the half dozen buildings sprawled in the clearing he had once used as a tenting site to fight off the results of pollen poisoning. The main building was a full three stories tall and looked to Gareth like a stately white southern mansion, complete with thick white pillars flanking the wide front door. The three stone chimneys all showed signs of current use. The other buildings, also in gleaming white, were spread out to the right and left of the main house. He looked down on his slightly worn traveling clothes. “The innkeeper was right. We may not get in.”

Mairi smiled. “Have faith, father.” Gareth bit back a sour reply.

The knocker on the thick front door was heavy and brass, and when he rapped it Gareth could hear the echoes bouncing around the inside of the house. He waited a minute and rapped it again. Finally, the door creaked open. Gareth half expected to see the dour face of I'alen, the Sai-Bo’s former steward, chief butler and Gareth’s friend. The thin young man who greeted them towered over Gareth, and bore his father’s face, if not his demeanor. Looking down his nose at Gareth and his daughter, his lips didn’t quite curl in distaste.

“The servant’s quarters and the kitchens are around the back.” The man said in a superior voice. He went to shut the door in Gareth’s face, only to find Gareth’s boot in the way. Gareth slowly pushed the door open.

“We are here to see Kiang and Shaw Sai-Bo, as well as Chiu, if she’s around.”

The man put his shoulder against the door. “Absolutely not! If you do not cease, I will have you seized and flogged!” Gareth’s eyebrows went up at the word ‘flogged,’ and he was sure that neither Shaw nor Kiang would have authorized that sort of violence.

Mairi looked disappointed. “He’s not much like his father, is he?” She murmured to Gareth.

“No, he isn’t.” Gareth grumbled at the black uniformed man, who was still trying to push the door closed.

“You know my father?” The young man’s resolve to keep them out wavered.

“He would be somewhat disappointed in you. He was the steward of my household.” Gareth said simply.

The pressure on Gareth’s foot eased abruptly. “But that would mean…” The young man’s eyes went very large as a voice from down the hall interrupted him. “Gareth!! Is that you… and Mairi too??”

Gareth was slammed against the wall, and kissed soundly by Shaw while Kiang performed the same service for Mairi. Shaw kissed him once more, before she rounded on the doorman. “Was Tenzig giving you any problems?” The question was directed to Gareth, but her eyes were riveted on the squirming young man.

“He was the very soul of dedication… Mother.” Tengiz flinched at the word ‘mother.’

“I’m sure that his father will be very happy to hear that.” Shaw’s voice had dropped several degrees. “Are you still here?” The chastised doorman slammed the door shut and ran. Shaw let out a small sigh. “I apologize for Tenzig. He still has a few rough edges.”

“That’s what his father said.” Gareth smiled. “We all need to talk. Is Chiu around?”

Shaw gave him a very long look. “Chiu said that the two of you had broken up.”

It was Gareth’s turn to sigh. “When I was recovering from my meeting with Lothar, Chiu came to visit. She seemed to hold me responsible for being in a coma and not informing her I was still breathing. Athena showed up and took Chui down a couple of notches by explaining what really happened. Chiu left and never came back, and that was eight months ago.” He glanced at his daughter, smiling. “Mairi was staying with me, helping me to recover. I’m sure that Athena would have let her move in with us, if Chiu had only asked.”

“You were in a coma?” Shaw asked, her face pale. Kiang had come to stand by her side.

Gareth’s face was serious. “I was told that for two months it was touch and go whether I would live. I sent word to Chiu the first day I was awake.”

Shaw’s jaw hardened. “I’ll go talk to her right…”

“No!” Gareth interrupted. “Let her decide for herself. If you force her to stay with me, she will never be happy.”

Shaw and her husband exchanged significant looks, and Gareth knew that there was a heated discussion going on in their minds. Finally, Kiang nodded, and Shaw turned back to him. “If Chiu should choose to go her own way, you will still be our son, Gareth.”

“I don’t really need a title. I would much prefer to be your friend.” He chuckled. “I saw the painting over the fireplace at the inn. Athena’s Knight… really??”

Shaw laughed. “It was Kiang’s idea. We needed to start a mythology for Puborg, independent of Eldenworld.” She touched his shoulder. “I’m afraid you will find that wherever you go. Athena’s Knight is a universal savior among the Decade Worlds. People look up to your honor, nobility and sacrifice.” Gareth almost choked and Mairi snickered.

“Fine, we should talk though.” Shaw led them into a sumptuous sitting room, with a crackling fire at one end, and Gareth sat down heavily in an ornate chair as Kiang sent a maid to fetch Chiu.

“Gareth?” Chiu uttered a few minutes later, sounding stunned as she entered the room. Gareth stood, and Chiu approached hesitantly. Her kiss on his cheek was fleeting and perfunctory. He saw a flicker of disappointment on Shaw’s face.

“I came this way to let you know I’m heading out to another of the unexplored Decade Worlds. Mari and I and a few marines should be gone no more than a few days. I would welcome the company.” He said, pointedly looking at Chiu. “After that trip I am going to head out for one of the two blocked worlds.”

“How?” Kiang began.

“Before I came here Ell informed me that several of the museum ships are fully operational. I’ll be taking the Frigate USS Maine. Sergeant Major Chihu is putting together a crew and a small contingent of marines to accompany me.” He looked at Shaw and Kiang. “We should have diplomats aboard, and you two are the best around. We will probably be gone for six or seven months, but things are quiet now, and the evacuations are going without a hitch. Now is as good time as any.” He turned to Chiu. “It might give us time to patch up our differences.”

Chiu was biting her lip. “Take your little trip to your Decade World.” She said with a sort of weary resignation. “I’ll let you know about the longer trip when you get back.”

Gareth was more than a little surprised at how much that simple statement from Chiu hurt. “Fine.” He pushed to his feet, surprised to find himself needing to lean on his cane. Both Shaw and Kiang were staring at their daughter, their faces shocked. “We’ll go now.”

“Nonsense.” Shaw blurted, turning back to face him. “You’ll stay here.”

Gareth glanced at Chiu’s expressionless face. “I don’t think so, Shaw, but thank you for the offer.” With that he and Mairi turned for the door.

The tankard of ale clunked to the table in front of him, the dark foamy head spilling over the edge and onto the scarred wood of the table top. “So, how did yer day go with the royals?” The innkeeper asked, wiping the spilled beer.

Gareth looked up. “About as well as I expected, but not as well as I had hoped.” He picked up the mug and took a long drink as the innkeeper departed to wait on other tables.

“What’s the matter with mother?” Mairi asked, setting her glass of cider down.

Gareth chuckled bitterly. “I have no idea.”

A chair scraped as it dragged on the floor, and Athena sat down beside Gareth. Mairi gave her a wide grin. “Chiu is scared.” Athena said softly. “Before she met you, she saw her close ‘friend’ die. Then Lyndra died. Then she thought she lost you too. She’s not sure if she wants to watch you die again, or someone else that she loves.” Her gaze flicked to Mairi.

Gareth stared down into his foamy tankard, watching the bubbles pop. “Life is all about life and death, and life and death in an endless cycle. I miss Lyndra terribly, but I don’t belittle her death by ignoring it. She did what she felt she had to, just as I tackled Lothar knowing that it was something I had to do. I still do what I have to do.”

Athena reached out to pick up Gareth’s tankard, and took a long swallow. Her nose wrinkled and she made a face. “How can you drink this stuff?” She nearly gasped.

Gareth chuckled. “It is a bit green, but it’s all they have. It takes time to brew good beer.”

“It’s not all I have.” Athena retorted, handing Gareth a crystal goblet filled with a golden liquid that seemed to actually glow. She set another goblet in front of her, and then after giving Mairi a speculative look, set a glowing goblet in front of her.

“Is that wise? Gareth asked, looking at his daughter with a little concern.

“She is sixteen now, and close to seventeen.” Athena murmured. “She’s old enough, and I would never endanger her.”

“What is this stuff, Daddy?” There was a nervous quaver in Mairi’s voice.

“This is Ambrosia, Mairi. It is said that Ambrosia is the drink of the Gods. While it will not harm you, it will not leave you unchanged.”

“Have you had it before?” She asked, picking up the goblet.

“Yes I have, at least twice before.”

Mairi raised the goblet to her lips and took a long drink. Her hazel eyes were wide when she set the glass down, and reflected her wonder.

Gareth raised his own goblet, and waited until Athena had done the same. “I didn’t make this up, but it seems appropriate. Good friends are like stars; you don't always see them, but you know they are there.” He gave Athena a warm smile. “That applies to goddesses too.” He raised his glass, and like Mairi drained half in one swallow. He felt the warm glow of the Ambrosia course through his veins, changing him as it went. Athena’s glass, like his was only half full when he turned to her. “Were you always called Athena? It that your real name?”

She laughed. “You had only one name when you were born, Gareth. Now in many circles you are known as Athena’s Knight. What will they call you in a century or in a millennium?”

Smiling, he sipped the last of his Ambrosia. For some reason he didn’t have to look to know that Mairi had raised her glass also. “So, what was the name you were born with, Athena? Was it Betty, or Abigale, or perhaps Helen?” He cocked his head to the side, studying her classically beautiful face. “You certainly do have a face that would launch a thousand ships. Were you ever in Troy?”

Her laughter was light and sparkling. “Actually, I was in Troy, but not as Helen. “Perhaps one day I will tell you my name. Entrusting your name to another implies a certain… commitment.” Her violet eyes were intent as they held him.

“I’ve given my life to you on a number of occasions, Athena. Can you ask a deeper commitment?” He asked in a soft voice.

“But are you ready to accept that level of commitment from me?” Her reply frightened him, for suddenly before him he saw a yawning chasm where one might lose their very soul.

No! The voice of Mairi rang in his mind. You will not go without me.

He nodded. “You heard my daughter. I’m afraid you’ll have to take us both or not at all.” He laughed, thinking that this was the end of the uncomfortable discussion.

It was, but not in the way he imagined, or intended.

Athena drained her Ambrosia. “Done!” She crowed. “And freely given at that.” Her smile was wide. “I accept.”

The mottled gray combat shuttle was waiting on the parking tarmac adjacent to The Yeugate gateway when Gareth and Mairi stepped through into Eldenworld. The sun was still red and dim, and the changes he’d wrought in the solar output probably wouldn’t be noticeable for centuries.

Mei Yong was standing beside the other marines as they approached, and barked a short command. The marines snapped to attention. Gareth looked at the young woman, knowing that there was something different—and then he had it. Grinning, he held out his hand. “Congratulations, Sergeant Yong. Your promotion is long overdue.”

Her cheeks reddened as she took his offered hand. “Thank you, Sir. The Sergeant Major thought I was worthy of promotion.”

Gareth glanced at the energy weapons the marines carried, but said nothing about the awesome firepower. “Are you all set?”

“Aye, aye, Sir.” She snapped.

Mairi and I are going to go grab a quick shower, change and pack a few clothes for the trip. We’ll meet you here in an hour. You can fall out for chow if you wish.”

Mei did her best to hide her smile. “Aye, aye, Sir. Thank you.”

Mairi had grumbled, until Gareth pointed out that the body armor he wore during his recent meeting with Lothar had saved him from being disemboweled. He helped her into her armor with no further complaints. They both arrived at the shuttle in black special ops uniforms Ell had dredged up from her memory banks, and the flat charcoal colored armor. The nearly form-fitting uniforms were made of tough synthetic fibers able to turn a knife blade, yet they were surprisingly comfortable if somewhat intimidating. Gareth chuckled to himself when he noted that Mairi’s armor was very well fitted, leaving no doubt in the observer’s mind that the wearer was a young and attractive woman. Tossing the small kit bags into the cargo area, he and his daughter clambered to the front of the small craft. Sergeant Yong stopped him as he was about to step up into the flight deck.

“Ell asked me to give this to you. She thought you might like it.” Thinly concealing her smile, the Sergeant handed him his Colt. He stared at it as if she were handing him a live snake.

“Where did Ell find it?”

“There is a planet orbiting Centarus B. You dropped it there.”

“Yeah.” Gareth recalled. “Before I bounced back to Earth. How did she ever find it?”

Sergeant Yong turned pale. “Ell asked for a volunteer to go find it. It was sitting in a pool of your dried blood.”

“Oh.”

“Ell reloaded it and recharged it.”

“She thinks of everything.”

“Someone has to, Sir.”

“They do indeed, Sergeant. Thank You.”

“Just doing my job, Sir.”

Gareth draped the pistol around the back of his seat before he buckled in. He felt much better with the weapon close by. “How are you doing, Shyrrik?” He asked the silver basketball sized AI that sat between the pilot and copilot seats, and actually flew the craft.

“Very well, Sir. I’m glad to see that you are fully operational and that Lothar creature destroyed. I was getting bored just sitting in orbit counting electrons.”

Gareth chuckled. “I’m glad I’m feeling better too. Does Ell have the destination dialed in to the gateway?”

“The gateway is set.”

“Take her out then, Shyrrik. Transition the gateway at a walking speed. Full sensors.”

“I know what I’m doing Gareth.” The AI reminded him firmly.

“Sorry.”

The twenty-meter shuttle lifted soundlessly from the tarmac, rose to a height of three meters and slowly drifted through the gateway. Gareth blinked at the sleet beating on the hull of the shuttle. With no windows per se, the exterior of the pod was covered with optical sensors that could, with the flick of a switch, turn the entire hull into a giant window. Gareth flicked the switch, operating on the assumption that the more eyes that were looking the better. “Sensor scans?”

“The atmosphere is oxygen, nitrogen and very little carbon dioxide. Very close to Earth normal. Initial analysis indicates no residual radiation, and no chemical or biological hazards to humans. The temperature is, however, several degrees below freezing and the windchill is dangerous.”

“Anything in the electromagnetic spectrum?”

“Negative.”

“Lifesigns?”

“More than I can comfortably count Gareth, from microscopic to large carnivores.”

Gareth sighed. “Take her up over the clouds and find us a clear area where we can set down.”

Although they felt nothing inside, outside they could see that they were rocketing through the heavy clouds. The shuttle broke out of the clouds into a brilliant blue sun, banked and began to descend.

Mairi stared out of the view screen. “It’s all dead.” She whispered.

Glancing down Gareth saw that she was right. High up on the side of an imposing mountain a crumbling castle perched, while in the valley below Gareth could make out the vague remnants of weed-choked roads and decaying stone bridges. “Set us down just south of the castle, in the large flat area, if you please Shyrrik.” The descent straightened and the shuttle dropped lightly in the middle of the selected site.

“Sensors indicate a wide range of flora and fauna,” Shyrrik murmured, “but there is no sign of recent civilization. As before, the air is free of all substances harmful to humans. From the surrounding plants, I would judge that this was a garden at one time. There are several different species of birds and rodents visible and many insects. There is one moderate predator, I believe it is a terrestrial brown bear, or ursus arctosone, eleven hundred meters to the north. Respiration and heartbeat indicate that it is hibernating. The current temperature is three degrees Celsius.”

Gareth grinned. “Sounds like a nice day. Lower the ramp please, Shyrrik.” He said, rising and belting on his weapon. The ramp lowered and the marines spread out, weapons up and eyes alert. The air had a crisp chill to it, and Gareth caught the tang of hemlock and pine. A common sparrow sat unafraid on a tree limb just above his head and sang. From this vantage Gareth could see the faint remains of a long winding road that led up to the castle from the valley below.

Mairi, her own rifle slung over her shoulder, came up beside him. “What happened here?” She asked curiously. “This looks like it was a thriving civilization.”

Gareth shook his head. “I have no idea, but we may find answers in the castle.” He made a curt gesture and two marines took up flanking positions with him and his daughter, while the third stood beside the open shuttle ramp.

The fosse before the moldering granite castle walls was nothing more than a shallow ditch now, but Gareth could see where there had been sharpened iron stakes driven into the rich soil and lining the fosse. Both the massive wooden gate and the iron portcullis had long since fallen to dust. Gareth thought it a testament to the builders that the sixty meter high, ten meter thick castle walls made of interlocking granite blocks still stood unscathed by the ravages of time. Their footsteps echoed as they walked across the empty courtyard to the next set of arches that once held doors. The temperature in the long high-ceilinged main hall dropped several degrees, and the dim light from high window openings cast gloomy shadows across the room. At the end of the room on a raised stone dais sat a clear crystal sarcophagus. A full three meters long, the casket was occupied.

Mairi touched the coffin with a finger, her eyes wide. “How did they do this?” She asked in wonder.

“I have no idea,” Gareth replied soberly, “but look at the occupant. He’s not human.” The surprisingly well-preserved corpse was two and a half meters tall, and wore full, if strangely shaped armor. A wicked hooked weapon, similar to the medieval lochaber ax lay on his chest, but it was the face and head that drew Gareth. The man’s nose was massive, almost a bony beak and rose in a ridge from the tip of the nose, up the forehead and over the crown of the head. The forehead ridge and bony eyebrow ridges were adorned with gold decorations. “Shyrrik, will you please take a look at this?” In moments the silver sphere was floating at his side. “Can you analyze this body through the crystal?”

The sphere hummed for several moments. “Yes. Preliminary analysis is complete. As you might have guessed this man is not human. As you may not have guessed, he was murdered.”


Chapter 9

THE USS MAINE

“What??” Gareth took an involuntary step back from the coffin, and at his motion the marines raised their rifles, looking about nervously. “Stand easy.” He sighed. “What happened Shyrrik, and is whatever killed him still dangerous?”

“He was killed by a specially engineered pathogen. This pathogen is still active in the atmosphere, but I never considered it because it is harmless to humans and terrestrial stock.”

Gareth frowned down on the corpse, staring at the cunningly wrought gold-work embellishing the head ridge. “Tell me, Shyrrik,” he asked, a terrible sinking feeling forming in the pit of his stomach, “Is this a metal rich planet?”

“Oh, my yes! This world is richer by far than Eldenworld ever was.”

Gareth felt like throwing up, and catching his thought Mairi paled. “They killed them all.” He muttered darkly. “The humans of Eldenworld brewed up a plague and released it on this world, just so they could have all the riches for themselves. They even had the forethought to terraform the world with flora and fauna from Eldenworld. After a time, all the inhabitants, all the lifeforms in general would have been killed, and the humans could return to their prize—but they never did. It was all for nothing. In six or seven centuries this race could have become starfarers themselves. What the humans did was pure and simple genocide.” A great anger was building inside him. “I need to get outside and clear my head.” He growled. Mairi took his arm and led him back outside.

“What will you do?” She asked, when Gareth had finally cooled down enough to talk.

“I think I found a home for the dwarves.” He grinned wryly. “They like metal, jewels, gold and all manner of material possessions.” He rubbed his jaw. “I think, however, that this time I will keep ten percent for myself…” he paused, “…or perhaps fifteen.”

Mairi blinked. “I know how much the dwarves can mine. We studied dwarven economics in school, and that’s a fabulous amount of wealth for one man.”

“I will use that money to fund a police force that will make sure this sort of thing never happens again.” He turned to look at the castle behind him. “I believe I’ll make this whole castle a shrine. Unless they are repairing it, this castle, and its lonely occupant, will be left alone. What is the name of this place, Shyrrik?” He asked the globe floating at his side.

“This is Slaxoles, Gareth.”

The dust was still rising when they returned through the gateway at The Yeugate. A quick two-hour survey had discovered that empty castles and walled villages lay scattered across Slaxoles. They discovered two small seas that were really no more than very wide rivers winding sinuously in and out of tall mountains. One larger body of water, the size of the earthly Mediterranean, sat in the far north, and appeared to be fresh water.

Gareth frowned at the settling dust as the small combat shuttle settled on the tarmac. “What’s this?”

“Ell informs me that there was a rather significant earthquake an hour ago. Nobody was seriously hurt, but there was some damage to structures.”

“How about the rest of Oseothan?”

“The same is generally true, although a tidal surge caused damage to the harbor.”

Gareth slumped. “I suppose that it was to be expected.” He glanced at Sergeant Yong. “My daughter and I will be going to our rooms to clean up, and then we will be going to dinner. You and your marines are welcome to join us if you will.”

The young marine NCO flushed slightly. “It would be an honor, Sir.”

Gareth shook his head. “We will meet you in the restaurant in an hour.”

“In an hour. Aye, aye, Sir.” She almost saluted.

“You’re off duty, Mei. You can relax a little.”

The Sergeant looked as if she were actually considering his suggestion, the edge of her lips twitching in an almost-smile. “I’ll bear that in mind… Sir.” Gareth spun on his heel and stormed off, muttering something about Jarheads. Behind his back Mairi gave Sergeant Yong a slow wink, before she left after her father.

Gareth sat sipping his Bordeaux from a fat-bodied wine glass, ignoring his meal as he stared into space.

“You should eat.” Mairi insisted. “You still have significant weight to recover.” He sighed, and began picking at his spaghetti. “You miss mother, don’t you?” Mairi’s eyes were unreadable.

“I guess I do. In a sense I’ve lost both of my partners, but I suppose I should have seen this coming.”

His daughter frowned. “How so?”

“Since I met Chiu the level of violence we’ve had to deal with has been increasing. Chiu is a sweet sensitive girl when you get right down to it, and the violence and the death was just too much for her.” He gave Mairi a long look. “Before Chiu met me, she had a partner named Maggie Xun. She and Maggie were riding when Maggie’s horse threw her. Maggie died in Chiu’s arms, and after that she fell apart for a long time. Then she met me.” He looked up with a crooked smile. “It has been a charnel house since then, peaking when I ran across Lothar. Chiu was beginning to warm up to Lyndra when she died, and Lothar almost killed me a couple of times. Now she has said enough is enough. She may surprise me, and be waiting to go off in the USS Maine to visit new worlds, but I suspect not.” He shrugged and emptied his wine glass, which automatically refilled itself, and took another unenthusiastic bite of his dinner. He looked up as three marines, dressed in mufti, approached their table. Mairi watched her father put his mask back on while he buried his feelings deep.

“I hope we’re not interrupting.” Mei Yong murmured in a shy voice. The two other marines were hiding behind her back.

“Not at all, Mei.” Gareth chuckled sardonically. “I was just drinking more wine than I should, and getting maudlin.”

The marines pulled up chairs. “Will we be going out again soon?” Mei asked, a small glass of white wine appearing before her.

“Tomorrow, in all likelihood.” Gareth replied. “If I can find my crew and my marines.” He smiled at the young woman. “It will be a long trip this time; probably six months to a year. You’ve done enough. You can sit this one out.”

Sergeant Yong’s eyes went hard. “I’ve already spoken with Staff Sergeant Xianliang. He has family in Molva, and is in no rush for an extended trip. I would like to go, and besides I owe you.”

Gareth gave her a hard look, thinking about the many times he’d said that very thing to Athena. “You know what the traditional reward for doing a good job is, don’t you?” He asked in a voice as dry as dust. The young woman nodded, her smug self-confident look cracking, just a little. “Fine; welcome aboard,” he continued. “Just get with the Sergeant Major and let him know.”

A slow smile split the Sergeant’s face as she stood and looked over Gareth’s shoulder to the table behind him. “I told you he would let me go, Sergeant Major.” She said in a conversational voice. She sat back down looking… satisfied.

Gareth glared at the Sergeant and his daughter, who had seen the table full of marines behind him for the full meal. “I’ve been had.” Gareth grumbled.

Gareth sat at the small table in the kitchen, sipping his coffee. He’d put a clean, black, special ops uniform back on, because it fitted his mood, if nothing else, and it was comfortable. He could hear his daughter in her room, packing her bag. “Tell me about the Frigate we are going to be shipping out on.” He murmured to Ell.

“Originally designed as a Heavy Frigate, the Shark Class warship you will be taking has had more than half of its weapons removed to make room for better intelligence gathering and cloaking suites. This still leaves you with heavy beam weapons, the new generation FTL missiles and point defense weapons. You will have a crew of sixty, plus another two dozen marines. The ship itself could handle almost three times that number.”

“Is she set for a long voyage?”

“Fuel tanks are filled, and all systems are fully charged.” Ell paused for a long moment. “Since you said this would be named the USS Maine, I added an American flag to the hull, and a shoulder flash to your uniform, and the clothing of all the crew and marines, although technically only you and your daughter are actually Americans.

Gareth chuckled as he touched the shoulder flash, wondering what the founding fathers of the United States would think of this turn of history. “How big is the frigate?”

“Two hundred meters, give or take a centimeter.”

Gareth took his cup of coffee and walked to the window, where he stood biting his lip as he looked down on the meadow and tarmac that stretched before the gateway. “Can we set the ship down out there?”

“I’ll ask Shyrrik.” Ell said quickly. Gareth waited. “She says that you are lucky. Most starships are not designed for atmospheric entry, let alone landing. The Shark class frigate is capable of both. She said that she can land it here, barely.”

Gareth smiled. “Good. How are the evacuations going?”

“Surprisingly well. marine patrols are traveling around the world via transportation pods, passing along the word and pointing people in the right direction.”

“So, I can be gone many months without the world falling to pieces?”

“We can handle things for a few months. For your information, the first pods of elves have arrived in Xolia. They are so pleased with their new home that they are planning on building a statue of you in the city center; slightly stylized, of course, to look more elfin.”

“Of course.” Gareth agreed, trying not to laugh. “Can you tell me who will be traveling with me today, besides Mairi?”

Ell laughed. “The same as yesterday. The Sergeant Major and twenty other marines, along with your crew will be waiting for your return.”

Gareth could feel the tension in his stomach. “I suppose we should be going. I’ll be taking the shuttle to Puborg to retrieve either or both of the Senators. Have the marines received their inoculation?”

“Yes Gareth. All the marines have received inoculations.”

“Let’s go see if Mother is coming.” Mairi said, very close to his ear.

Gareth had a small vindictive smile on his face as he had the shuttle settle on the wide front yard of the Manor House. He and Mairi, flanked by the marines were half way down the long walk to the house when Tenzig bolted out the front door, his face livid. “Get that thing out of my front…” He stopped suddenly when he saw Gareth and the marines walking down the front path, expressions of inexorable resolve on their faces. He let out a small squeak of fear and bolted for the house, just as Gareth made a small motion to one of the marines, who caught the fleeing butler before he ever reached the front door. Gareth took a deep breath and, pushing the door open, stepped in.

Several small traveling bags were stacked in the hallway, but other than that the house seemed empty. “Hello the house!!” He called out loudly. Three maids materialized as if by magic, took one look at the guests in the front hall and bolted. He could hear their excited voices calling. Kiang and Shaw Sai-Bo appeared almost immediately at the head of a long winding staircase, and somewhere inside him, Gareth’s spirits fell.

“Hello son.” Kiang said softly as he reached the bottom of the stairs, Shaw by his side.

“Chiu?” Gareth asked hopefully, glancing up the stairs. Shaw gave her head a slow shake, and Gareth frowned. “She couldn’t even come down to see me off?”

Shaw sighed. “She was… distraught.”

There was a hiss of annoyance at his side, and Mairi stepped toward the stairs. “Here we are going off to the stars to solve the world’s problems, and she’s upstairs crying into her pillow.” The young woman growled. “I’ll give her something to be distraught about.” She spat, putting her foot on the first stair as she flexed her right hand.

Gareth caught his daughter’s arm. “What good would it do if you went up there and hit her?” He asked in a level voice. He could see the muscles stand out in Mairi’s jaw.

“It would me feel better, at any rate.” Her smile was savage.

Kiang laughed. “She really does have your winning ways, my friend.” He speculated, addressing Gareth.

“Unfortunately.” Gareth agreed with a sad smile. He made a motion to the marines, and the thin butler sagged from their grip, gasping. He seemed to be having some trouble catching his breath, and Gareth gave an apologetic shrug to Shaw. “Your butler couldn’t find our name in your appointment book. We had to remind him.”

Shaw glared at Tenzig. “You will pack your bags and leave here today. When we get back I expect to see your father answer the door. If not, you will never find a job on this world, and will probably spend the rest of your life cleaning fish on the other side of the world.” She turned blazing eyes on Gareth. “There are oceans on this world, aren’t there?”

Gareth smiled. “Several large ones, Mother. If not, the world of Vurean is mostly water. The ogres living there are always…” his grin was diabolical, “hungry for good help.”

She turned back to the shaking, white faced butler. “Are you still here?” The butler shot out of the room, and Shaw took Gareth’s arm. “I am so sorry about Chiu. I tried speaking with her, but it was pointless. She did, however, promise to watch the store while we are away.”

Gareth swallowed the bleak mood that was welling up inside him, but then he was more than familiar with bleak moods. “If you would, tell Chiu that there is a Staff Sergeant Xianliang overseeing the local marines. He’s a good man and she can rely on him for support if she needs it. I would recommend three or four marines actually remain here as guards, and go with her when she travels.”

“Do you suspect a problem?” There was a note of concern in Shaw’s voice.

“This is just a routine precaution for the ruling family.” Gareth volunteered, unwilling to admit that there was a small nagging fear at the back of his mind.

“You go ahead and pack the shuttle. I’ll speak with my daughter.” Shaw murmured in a weary voice.

Gareth gave her a short nod, and motioned to the marines to help as he picked up a bag. Grunting, he found that he had to put his back into it. Kiang laughed as he helped a marine with another bag. “Shaw and I brought our books on diplomacy.”

“It figures.” Gareth panted as he struggled through the front door. When he glanced up, he saw Chiu watching from an upstairs window, but at his look she quickly turned away. A chill wind seemed to blow down his neck.

Gareth ensured that Shaw and Kiang were buckled in before he made his own way to the cramped flight deck. Despite her safety belts, Mairi seemed to be pulled in on herself, her knees drawn up to her chest. She glanced at Gareth with red eyes. “How could she do it? How could she just turn her back on us?”

“I don’t know, Mairi.” He admitted at last. “But I do know that she will be missing out on the adventure of a lifetime.” He took a deep breath. “Take us up, Shyrrik, all the way to the frigate.”

“You do realize, Gareth,” the AI said softly as the shuttle rose out of what remained of the Azaleas, proceeding toward the gateway at slightly more than a walking pace, “that the moment you step aboard the ship you will be officially taking command of the Frigate USS Maine?”

Gareth blinked. “I don’t know a damn thing about ship command, Shyrrik. I’m not captain material.”

“You are the one who ordered her recommissioned, and like it or not, you are the senior military member on this planet, if for no other reason than by time in service. Thirty-eight thousand years, time in service is… impressive. I’ve read your soldier’s oath, Gareth. It contains no expiration date. You will be her captain.”

He couldn’t help but chuckle as he resigned himself to his fate. “Not bad for an ex-Jarhead Sergeant who didn’t have a pot to piss in. A captain of a starship. How cool is that?” He murmured. Glancing over his shoulder just as the shuttle slipped through the gateway, he murmured. “And I have a daughter who I’m crazy about.” Mairi couldn’t restrain her small smile. “Watch out universe.”

“I love you Daddy.” Mairi whispered as the shuttle nosed up to the sky and put The Yeugate and Eldenworld far beneath her.

Behind them Gareth heard Shaw and Kiang gasp as the glory of space surrounded them. “We will reach the frigate in forty minutes.” Shyrrik noted clinically. Outside the shuttle the nacelles began to glow as full drive was engaged.

“We are decelerating for the museum.” Shyrrik said in a soft voice.

Ahead all Gareth could see was stars, and the deep black of space. “Where?”

Small projected ellipses began to appear on the forward screen heads-up display. “These are the museum ships.”

“Are they cloaked or something?”

Shyrrik chuckled dryly. “It is simply a special coating on the hull meant to absorb light.”

“Thanks.” He replied dryly. “Where is the frigate?”

“I’ll turn on the exterior lights of the USS Maine, to give you a better idea.” Before them a ship suddenly appeared out of the black.

Gareth’s breath caught in his throat, and beside him Mairi let out a shrill, “eeep!” of surprise.

“Mein Gott!” He blurted, slipping back to German in his surprise. “Was ist DAS??”

“Welcome to the Frigate USS Maine.” Shyrrik announced in a faintly smug voice.

Two hundred meters long from the tip of her needle nose to the end of the landing platform just astern of the small hangar door at the rear of the sleek hull, and one hundred and fifty meters from swept-back wingtip to wingtip, she was a predator of the first class. Deep blue lighting illuminated sections of the hull, adding to the feeling of suppressed power.

“I half expected something like a flying brick.” Gareth mused as they slowly traversed the length of the hull. Below them he could make out the name USS Maine in glowing blue letters, followed by what he recognized as the American Flag. He suddenly found a lump in his throat.

“The Shark Class Frigate was designed for deep atmospheric penetration.” Shyrrik explained patiently. “Also, space isn’t totally empty, and at relativistic speeds a sleek hull requires less shielding energy than a blocky one. Of course, the shielding is unnecessary when the ship crosses into supra-luminal speeds.”

“Of course.” Gareth admitted, knowing that his knowledge of FTL drives could fit into a thimble.

Coming up from astern now, the shuttle slowed and dropped onto a small platform that was obviously designed for it. The sturdy ship shuddered for a moment before it began to slide forward. “This is just a small pressor field.” Shyrrik explained. “The hangar is too confined to trust human reflexes to park a shuttle.” The hangar doors folded slowly open and Gareth saw the shuttle pass through an odd shimmer as it entered the hangar bay. “The sparkle that you see is a magnetic containment for the atmosphere. The metal doors are simply a backup.” Gareth approved wholeheartedly. Space he knew, was a stone-cold killer if you made a single error. The shuttle trembled and stopped, the lights coming on in the small hangar that Gareth could now see fit two combat shuttles. “If you would, Gareth.” Shyrrik began, rising from her position between the seats. “Protocol requires that you be the first to board.”

Gareth sighed as he made his way to the lowered boarding ramp. The instant his foot hit the deck of the frigate the trilling of a bosun’s pipe filled the air, and a calm voice announced, “The Captain is now aboard.” Six other pairs of eyes turned to stare at him, and Gareth could feel himself flush to the roots of his hair. Pivoting to face what he knew was the bow of the ship, he saluted, paying respect to the ancient flag that was affixed there.

“We should go.” He growled, stepping out. “Lead on, Shyrrik.”

Lights came on as they walked along the long corridor to the bridge, and Gareth knew instantly that this was an unused and untested ship simply by the smells of new plastic, oil, and metal. In such a small ship, twenty-six meter wide hull at the widest, the bridge was a small compact room set back from the weapons systems located in the nose. Two seats sat at the rear, raised slightly above the rest. Gareth guessed that they were for the Captain and First Officer. Six other seats, three on the right and three on the left, flanked the command positions. On the forward wall a one hundred and forty degree screen swept the width of the room.

“It you would please take the left hand seat, Captain.” Shyrrik murmured, taking her place in a small hollow just below the view screen that Gareth hadn’t noticed. He swallowed and sat. As soon as his hands touched the armrests of the chair, he felt an electrical tingle pass through him. “DNA registered. Assumption of command is now complete. Welcome aboard Captain Ernst Gareth Köhler.” The bridge lights flickered to life as all the workstations became active and the view screen came to brilliant life. Beneath his feet he could feel the vibration of barely controlled energies as the power-plant and drives came on-line. “If the members of your party would please be seated,” Shyrrik murmured politely, “we will depart. All workstations have been deactivated to prevent accidents. We have months for the new crew, and her Captain, to learn the functions and capabilities of this ship.”

Gareth sighed. It was always something. He thought to himself in disgust. Now he had to go back to school. “Take us to The Yeugate, Shyrrik.”

“Yes, Captain.” The stars whirled in the display, and Earth suddenly filled his eyes. He smiled. From space it was no longer Eldenworld, but Earth. Someday soon he knew that they would have to start thinking of it as Terra, the homeworld of mankind, but not the place that they would die.

“Can you display our course?” Gareth asked, his voice strangely hoarse. A faint line appeared in the display leading from the nose of the USS Maine, toward the Earth where it orbited once, descending to The Yeugate. Gareth realized with a start that the display was actually holographic.

“ETA at The Yeugate is twenty minutes. This vessel is somewhat faster than the combat shuttle.” Shyrrik said matter-of-factly. Gareth and the rest of the impromptu bridge crew watched the Earth grow closer in complete silence, until the frigate drifted over Puasheehchester on her final approach to The Yeugate, when someone let out a nervous laugh. “Crew embarkation and debarkation will occur at the main hatch, lower level starboard side.” Gareth frowned. “Simply follow the lights. You will all learn quickly enough.” The USS Maine slowed to a walking pace and very slowly settled to the open field that sat before the Gateway. For some reason The Yeugate didn’t seem quite so large any longer. “We have arrived.” Shyrrik murmured. “When the new crew comes aboard have them ask me for directions. I will assign berths and job positions. Is there any person in your current company who you would like assigned a bridge position?” The question had been addressed to Gareth, and he looked around to see brief nods from Mairi, Kiang, Shaw and Sergeant Yong.

Gareth smiled. “Mairi, what did you have in mind?”

He saw her bite her lip. “I was always good in science in school.”

“Excellent.” Shyrrik said quietly. “Mairi will be our Science Officer.

Gareth turned. “Kiang and Shaw. Will you please flip a coin to decide who will be my first officer?”

Kiang simply smiled and pointed to Shaw. “I,” he said simply, “will be assistant Science Officer, if there is such a position.

Gareth raised an eyebrow. “Mei?”

“I’ve always like weapons.” She paused, flushing. “Surely this vessel has weapons.”

“Tactical Officer.” Shyrrik stated firmly. “These are excellent choices.” The voice of the AI paused. “School will begin forty eight hours after we depart Earth, and will last the duration of our trip.” Gareth groaned. “Now, Captain. I believe that your new crew and marine compliment are waiting for you outside.”

“I’m on my way.” Gareth rose from his seat, and feeling like an idiot, turned to follow the green line to the door.

Sergeant Major Chihu and his compliment of twenty marines didn’t quite point their weapons at Gareth as he descended the ramp from the main hatch. Instead he swallowed and shouldered his weapon, the rest of the marines following suit. He saluted as he eyed Gareth’s ominous black uniform. “It’s good to see you again, Sir.”

“It’s good to see you, Sergeant Major.” Gareth smiled at the formation of nervous troops. “You will, of course, disable and store your weapons upon entering the ship.”

“Of course.” Sergeant Major Chihu replied, looking at the ground.

“All weapons, Sergeant Major, including hand weapons and knives.”

“Yes Sir.” The big marine sighed.

“Good.” Gareth grinned, looking at the sixty nervous university students and professors who were clustered at the foot of the ramp. “Those are my crew, I think. Herd them all aboard, and when you get there ask the AI who controls the ship for directions to their room or the appropriate squad bay.” He frowned and pointed at a large pile of bags and boxes on the tarmac. On the top of the pile, well over the people’s heads, sat an easy chair. “What is that?”

The color drained from the Sergeant Major’s face. “Personal belongings of the crew and marines.”

Gareth bit his tongue. “Sergeant Major, this is a ship of war and not a cruise liner. Each person will be allowed one carry-on bag to weigh no more than twenty-two kilograms.” Gareth looked back at the ship. “Did you get that Shyrrik?”

“Yes Captain.” Shyrrik murmured from the air.

“Good.” He turned back to the marine. “If a bag weighs more than the allotted weight it will not be allowed on board. You have sixty minutes to rearrange your carry-on luggage. People or luggage that are not on board when the ramp raises in sixty minutes will be left behind.” Gareth could feel the heat on his cheeks. “Carry on.” He growled and spun away, heading for the suite he’d lived in for so long at the Yeugate.

Mairi was sitting on her bed, looking at her small pile of personal belongings. In her hand she was holding a small golden pendant in the shape of a dolphin that Chui had given her the year before to celebrate the winter solstice. She looked up with red eyes as he approached. “Do you think mother will be there for us when we get back?” She asked in a small voice.

Gareth really wanted to lie to her, and tell her it would be all right. “I wouldn’t count on it.” He said instead. “Are you packed?”

She picked up his old rucksack and slung it over her shoulder as if it was the weight of the world. “I guess so.”

Gareth put his Colt, kukri and toiletry kit along with several changes of underwear and a spare uniform into a pillowcase, along with his old and rather battered USMC cover, and slung it over his own shoulder. His marine digicam uniform had succumbed to the ravages of travel and rough usage some time in the past. Mairi laughed when she saw him. “Aren’t we just the pair?” She observed, taking his arm.

As Gareth and Mairi entered the USS Maine, Shyrrik greeted them. “Your quarters are on deck one, Captain. Your daughter’s cabin is actually part of your suite.”

“Thank you.” He said, stepping on the people mover that would carry them up to the first deck. People seemed to be wandering lost in the long corridors. The name Captain embossed on the door told Gareth he’d arrived at the right place. The door slid open at his touch and he stepped in.

“Well!” Mairi’s voice behind him exclaimed. “This is nice.” The two-meter view screen that sat in the living room above the couch showed the sun beginning to set beyond the western mountains. She dropped her bag beside a writing desk and straight back chair, and began to investigate the wonders of the Captain’s quarters. “You have a huge bed.” She called from another room. “And a small kitchen too, with a table for two. The bathroom is nice, but there’s just a shower.”

“You expected a tub maybe?” Gareth called back, and heard Mairi laugh. She appeared back in the living room with a frown on her face. “Do we eat here, or what?”

Shyrrik answered the question in a reasonable voice. “There is a dining hall for meals, however the Captain and one other can dine here, if they wish. The meals of his choice will be provided.”

Mairi raised her eyebrows. “Well, la dee da! Aren’t we royalty?”

Gareth laughed. “I would eat with the crew, if I knew where the dining hall was.”

“Second deck, all the way aft past the marine bays and the science labs. You might consider making your way to the bridge, Captain. We only have ten minutes until lift-off if we are to follow your schedule.”

Gareth tossed his bag on the sofa. “I’ll head to the bridge. Do we have an outside PA system?”

“Yes Captain.”

“Make an announcement that liftoff will be in ten minutes. All crew and marines to board immediately. Make another announcement sixty-seconds before the doors close, and withdraw the ramp on schedule. Liftoff will be on time.”

“Yes Captain.” Shyrrik replied in a pleased voice. “You run a taut ship, Captain.”

“I try, Shyrrik.” Gareth exited the room, took a sharp left and continued down the corridor, hoping like hell he didn’t wind up in the women’s locker room. When the bridge door hissed open, he breathed a sigh of relief. A small portion of the main view screen showed the confusion occurring around the pile of belongings on the tarmac. Gareth actually saw one pair of feet protruding from the very top of the pile. From a speaker near the monitor he heard Shyrrik make his requested PA announcement, and the flurry of activity doubled. Gareth blinked when he saw a gray haired professor actually try to drag the easy chair up the ramp and into the ship. The Sergeant Major removed the chair from the professor’s reluctant grasp and threw it to the ground, where it smashed to pieces. Gareth shook his head and looked up to see Shaw enter the bridge, and pause to give him a wide smile.

“Are you and Kiang settled in?” Gareth asked, as he noted that Shaw was now dressed in a soft dove gray shipboard coverall.

“We were pleasantly surprised.” She murmured, sitting down in her chair next to his. “We have a shared cabin with two beds, and a small sitting room.” Her face went expressionless. “I sent a runner to speak with Chiu. There was no reply.”

“Speaking of Chiu.” Gareth replied several long moments later. “Shyrrik, can you put me through to Ell?”

“Done.”

“Ell, we have the only ground to orbit shuttle onboard the USS Maine. You might consider sending one or two down to the surface. I would appreciate it if you would send four marine guards along with a shuttle to the Sai-Bo residence. They are to stay with Chiu Sai Bo until we return.”

“As you wish, Captain.”

“You don’t have to call me Captain, Ell.”

“You assumed more than just the command of the USS Maine when you stepped upon her deck, Captain.”

“You’re just snickering up your diodes, aren’t you Ell?”

“Would I do that?”

“One minute to door closure.” Shyrrik announced just as Kiang and Mei Yong entered the bridge and quietly took their seats. The former Sergeant looked distinctly uncomfortable in her new gray shipsuit, with the shiny Ensign’s hashes on the collar. Gareth threw her a quick wink just as the one minute warning went out. On the tarmac people scrambled and ran for the extended ramp, the last student making it with only seconds to spare. A horn sounded and the extended ramp flowed back into the hull of the ship, forming a seamlessly sealed hatch. “Crew and marines have finished boarding, Captain.”

“Take her out, and then set course for Ceorean, best cruise speed. When the crew get a little more experience under their belts, we might try a little more of a shakedown, but until then we’ll be cautious.”

“A wise attitude Captain.” Shyrrik replied as the great frigate rose from the field and turned her nose to space.


Chapter 10

THE INTERDICTED WORLDS

There was no flash of rainbow colored light as the frigate made the transition to Supra Luminal speeds. No stomach-wrenching twists of space. Shyrrik simply announced “Slipstream Drive has been engaged.” While not as fast as the drive systems in either the destroyer or in the transports, and taking considerably more power, the Slipstream Drive had one major advantage. Using Slipstream a ship could slide into a system undetected, gather intelligence, and leave just as stealthily without the flash of light or telltale burst of intense radiation that went with normal drives. A Slipstream Drive also gave a ship almost unfair tactical advantage when it came to lining up and taking the first shot. Gareth had learned that tidbit in his General Frigate Operation and Tactics Handbook that he had studied on his way out from Earth. “ETA in the Ceorean System is eleven hundred and fifty-two hours.” Gareth stared at the stars flowing by and marveled. “Your classes will begin in twelve hours, Captain.”

He frowned. “Is there a classroom then?”

“No Sir.” Shyrrik replied in a toneless voice. “You simply return to your quarters and recline in one of your two living room chairs. Your daughter can use the other chair for her own training. All training will be accomplished by neural and kinesthetic sensory induction. You will remember the use and feel of every nut and bolt on this ship, every room, crawlway and every mile of optic and neural pathways as if you had been there and installed them yourself.”

Gareth frowned. “Neural?”

“Yes Sir. Much of the processing ability of this ship is set up like the human brain. It makes things much faster than relying on wires and switches.” The AI paused. “Your first class will be Space Warfare and Tactics class, one of the literally dozens of different classes you will be attending. You should get something to eat now. Ell informed me that you have a tendency to skip meals, and that will stop here and now. You will find that I can nag unmercifully when the situation warrants, and since you are aboard a ship, you cannot escape me.” From the other side of the bridge Mairi snickered, and the rest of the bridge crew grinned.

Gareth stood up. “Do I have an office on this tub?”

“Yes Sir. It is four doors down on your right.”

“Thank you Shyrrik. I’ll be there for a while, going over the crew records.”

“As you wish, Captain. Shall I deliver your meal there?”

He sighed. “That would be fine.”

His office was a small, white, five by five by three meter box with an actual window that looked out into space. A desk, more of a computer workstation, sat against one wall, under the window, with a standard adjustable office chair. Two well-padded chairs, a small sofa and an oak coffee table filled the rest of the room. An empty bookcase occupied one entire wall. All in all, it was a sterile dead room. He grimaced. “Can I make a few changes?”

“Within reason.” Shyrrik replied dubiously. “No screen doors.”

Gareth chuckled. “Good enough. I’d like light blue walls fading to a gray ceiling. A picture of Mairi on my desk.”

“Would you like one of Chiu?”

Gareth felt a pang. “Not at this time. I would like a small Persian carpet under the coffee table, and a small vase of fresh flowers on the coffee table.” He thought for a moment more. “One last thing. I would like a forty-five-centimeter model of the original USS Maine on my bookcase, if I could.” The replica appeared.

“Is that all?” Shyrrik asked.

“Put a full dozen leather bound Harvard Classics in the bookcase, along with a random selection of light fiction. Do I have a PDA?” The item flashed into existence on the desk, and Gareth picked up the item with more than a little amazement. “Matter replication is amazing.” He muttered, more to himself than to the AI.

“It is very high in energy usage, however.” Shyrrik clarified. “I usually reserve it for food and air processing, waste reclamation, and weapons stores regeneration. You and your daughter are extremely frugal however, and an extra here and there would be fine. You are, after all, the Captain.”

“One of the small perks.” He said, grinning. “Before you deliver my meal, I’d like a few minutes to myself.” He sat down in one of the overstuffed chairs, and was surprised at how comfortable it was. “Could I please have a cup of green tea, hot?” A steaming cup appeared in the cup holder of the chair. He picked it up and sipped. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. Let me know when you’d like a meal.”

He set the cup down. Athena, can you still hear me?

Of course, I can hear you. She replied from the couch, smiling. You’re right beside me. The scent of lilac filled the air.

He was stunned at the relief he felt at her presence. I thought that since we were in space and you were on Earth… He floundered.

She rolled her wondrous violet eyes and stood, extending her hand for him to take. Come with me. She didn’t have to ask him twice. They were standing in the white walled, white ceilinged, white floored room he’d been in with Athena any number of times before. Athena waved in an offhand gesture, and the far wall seemed to stretch into the distance, until he could barely make it out. “It’s time for a lesson.” She looked at the far wall. “I’m going to go there. I want you to take one single step and join me.” She released his hand, turned, stepped, and seemed to stretch into the distance. She was standing by the far wall. Just take the step, and picture yourself beside me. He could just see her extend her hand to him. Gareth swallowed, pictured himself stepping beside her, and lifted his foot. Reaching out he took her hand.

“Scheiße!” He gasped.

“Very good.” She murmured from a distance of fifteen centimeters. Her breath was hot and sweet. “You have the technique. Time and space are irrelevant, if you have the technique.”

“You mean if I’m on Ceorean, and I want to visit you I can just… step?”

Her smile gave him chills. “It’s as easy as that… and one other thing. You have to have faith.” She touched his cheek. “You have faith in me, and I have faith in you, so for you the step works. We both have faith in Mairi, and I believe that she has faith in us, so the step would work for her too.” She frowned. “Others are not so far along, and may never be.”

“Chui.” He sighed, and she nodded.

He stood there a few moments more, reluctant to release her hand. “What are you, Athena? You look incredibly human, but you have the name of a goddess of our mythology. You know things, and can do things I can’t imagine.” Gareth blinked. They were standing on the outside hull of the USS Maine as it fled through interstellar space at many multiples of the speed of light. Her grip on his hand was warm, and with her other hand she pointed up.

“See that bright dot to the left of the blueish star?”

He had some difficulty keeping his perspective as he sighted down her slim perfectly rounded arm. “Yeah.” He gasped. “I see it.”

“Your astronomers call it NGC 5102 in the Centaurus A Group. At three point four million parsecs from Earth, this galaxy was my home.” Her laugh was low, and somewhat bitter. “My original shape is not even vaguely human. You would call me a virus. Some friends of mine, call them co-workers, don’t have material bodies at all. Eventually you will discover that shape is just as fluid as time and distance.”

Gareth chuckled. “Your current shape looks pretty damn good to me.”

She gave him a small curtsey, there on the hull of the starship. “Thank you, Sir, but I will admit that I had some help selecting it, all those tens of thousands of years ago.” Her face grew serious. “This is my third body, by the way.” She glanced up at the passing stars. “You should probably go back to your office. They will miss you.” Her kiss was warm but brief, and then she was gone. Gareth stood on the hull for a moment before he began to swear.

Alarms were ringing when he arrived back in his office, and he had just opened his mouth to silence them when the door hissed open and three marines burst in, weapons covering the room that was empty but for him.

“Can I help you gentlemen?” Gareth asked dryly. The weapons clicked off and Gareth let out the breath he’d been holding.

“There was an intruder alert, Captain, from this room, and then the AI said that you vanished.”

Gareth gave the marine a hard look. “I am here, and I am the only one in the room. You are to be commended on your prompt reaction. You may go, Corporal.” The young man glared at the room one final time before he turned and left. “Shyrrik!” Gareth growled into the air. “I know that you have access to at least eighth generation holographic systems on this ship, so I want to see you right here… right now!” He snapped, pointing to the deck before him. A sparkling blue figure appeared, dressed in a skin tight shipsuit. Slightly shorter than him, her hair was bobbed at shoulder length, and her features were slightly elfin. “What the hell do you think you are doing?” He asked in a hard voice.

“I registered an alien presence in your office with you, and a moment later you disappeared from the ship sensors.”

Gareth counted to ten. “What did Ell tell you about my special friend?”

“The noncorporeal multi-dimensional being?”

“Yeah, that’s the one.”

“She can come and go to a ship under Slipstream Drive?”

“We can come and go.” Gareth added bluntly. Shyrrik looked at the deck.

“I understand, Captain. Your… friend… will be added to the crew manifest as an occasional advisor.”

Gareth let a thin smile touch his face. “That should work. What do you think Athena?”

“I would like to be your advisor, Gareth.” A voice purred out of the air. “It works for me.”

Shyrrik looked up sharply, her eyes wide. “I don’t understand what’s happening.” She admitted, in a very small voice.

“Join the club.” Gareth quipped tartly. “Now, how about something to eat.”

~~~

It was a different crew that he was dealing with now. Members of the bridge staff sat at their positions with confidence, all controls before them fully functional. The science suites were manned, as were weapons and electronic countermeasures. Even Shyrrik, standing at Gareth’s side now, seemed more confident and assured. The hours of classroom study followed by drill after drill had accomplished what Gareth had at first deemed impossible.

“We are approaching the Ceorean System now.” Shyrrik announced quietly. The stars resolved with startling clarity as they dropped from the Slipstream Drive, to begin the long slide down the gravity well toward the large red sun someone in the distant past had named Abraxas. “We are being scanned Captain, by old but serviceable defense installations.”

“Are our stealth systems holding?”

“Yes Captain. We have less than six percent electronic emissions in this mode. The drawback is that we cannot use active scanning, however the defense installations are putting out so much active scanning I can use their reflected signals to see what I need.”

“Tactical.” Gareth said calmly, as they neared the fourth planet; a small blue world with several visible oceans and two moons.

“Yes Captain.” Ensign Yong murmured as her fingers flew across her controls. Tactical control was one of the very few systems in the starship that was actually run by human beings while the rest were controlled by the ship AI. On the main screen red carats appeared indicating the defense installations. Four more red dots appeared in orbit about the planet, and one dot on each of the moons. “This is a surprisingly light defense for a major planet, Captain.” Her eyes never left the screen.

“I agree Ensign.” The young Weapons Officer had grown into her position in the past few months, Gareth mused as he studied the screen. “Tag the defensive positions.” He frowned at the screen. “Are we displaying ships, or orbital traffic?”

“There is no orbital traffic, Sir.” Several dozen small white dots appeared over the planet, crawling slowly across the surface. “All the sensors see are a few suborbital transports, and hardly any of those.”

Gareth turned to XO. “Something’s wrong here. What are your ideas First Officer?”

A frown creased Shaw’s usually placid face. “I have no idea. I would recommend caution, however.”

Gareth snickered. “Really? Can we send out a drone a few thousand kilometers, and relay a tight laser through the drone to send to the planet below?”

“Do you want the drone stealthed?”

Gareth thought for a moment. “No. Let’s see what they do. The drone is too small to be a threat.” He turned to Mairi, who like Mei was now wearing a black shipsuit uniform with Ensign’s rank. “What does life science show?”

Mairi frowned at her screen. “Sensors indicate a planetary population of two to three million, Captain.” Even his daughter had begun to refer to him as Captain, at least while they were on duty. “Shyrrik has informed me that the original population of Ceorean was four million on their arrival from Eldenworld. It should be several billion by now.”

“Are we close enough for you to make out cities?”

“Yes Captain, but the cities are strange, and not like cities on Eldenworld. These are great pyramid shaped structures capable of holding millions of residents and built adjacent to large tracts of automated farms. The rest of the world appears to be a park.”

“Is there anything like a spaceport?”

“There are no spaceport beacons, and no areas jump out at me as a spaceport. It seems that there is one major aerial port on each of the continents.”

“Pick the largest, and begin compiling data on it. You can begin by telling me how many souls are aboard those suborbital transports we see.”

Mairi laughed lightly. “That’s easy. None.” Gareth stared at the young woman. “The transports we see are computer-controlled freight-haulers. Nothing more, and their speed is barely two hundred kph. The ships are huge however, over three hundred meters long.”

Gareth pulled his eyes back to the view screen. “What the hell is going on here?” He growled. “Shyrrik, send out the drone stealthed. When it reaches a thousand kilometers shut the stealth systems off, and begin broadcasting a universal greeting; the typical stuff, greetings from Earth, we come in peace, yadda, yadda, yadda. While you’re at it, sound general quarters. This is not a drill. And charge our shields.” He grinned at the sparkling blue figure beside him. “That’s called covering all bases.”

A whooping alarm began to sound throughout the ship, and in the bridge the lights dimmed slightly, theoretically to make viewing displays easier, but Gareth had his doubts. On the view screen a black two-meter lozenge shaped drone pulled away from the ship, rapidly disappearing against the black of space.

“Ready to begin transmission, Captain.” Shyrrik murmured.

“Begin.” Gareth replied, leaning forward. It took perhaps one minute, before the orbital defense systems opened up on the unarmed drone. In one brilliant flash it was gone. “Scheiße!” He growled. “Weapons, target and destroy every one of the defense positions, whether or not they fired on the drone. I won’t have them shooting me in the back when I land. Clear them from my sky.”

“Aye, aye Sir.” Ensign Yong replied, not bothering to disguise her feral smile. The lasers themselves were outside the visible spectrum, but on the view screen the computer animated laser strikes for the benefit of the human crew. The missiles were flickering streaks that were almost as fast as the lasers. The view screen turned white as the defensive positions disappeared in clouds of incandescent gas. The ship trembled slightly. “We have received return fire from one defensive satellite, with negligible damage to us. Shields still at one hundred percent. The defensive positions have now all been neutralized.” Ensign Yong proclaimed, no more than one minute later.

Gareth turned to his daughter. “Do you have that information I asked for?”

She gave him a smug smile. “Yes Captain. I’ve already sent the coordinates to Shyrrik. There appears to be a large meadow adjacent to the main runways. We can set the USS Maine down there, if you wish.”

Gareth frowned. “I think I’ll keep the USS Maine as our ace up the sleeve, and leave her in orbit. We’ll take the shuttle down.” He received several glares at the word ‘we.’

Gareth sighed. “I may be Captain of this ship, but I started this whole mess, and it was my task to accomplish. I will take my Science Officer with me, as well as a squad of marines headed by our own Sergeant Major Chihu.” He turned to his First Officer, who was giving him a dirty look. “You have the Con, Shaw Sai-Bo.”

“I have the con.” She replied through clenched teeth.

Sergeant Major Chihu and five other marines, all dressed in black special ops uniforms were waiting at the shuttle when Gareth and Mairi arrived. He had his Colt belted around his waist, and without a word, the Sergeant Major handed Mairi one of the Ecothiax super-rifles. “This is just a simple reconnaissance mission.” Gareth said as they boarded the shuttle. “I’ll have the hull cameras on, so all of you keep your eyes open for things that are strikingly odd. Mairi, you keep an eye on our sensors for people. I may have to resort to kidnapping to find out what is going on.” His daughter’s smile was grim as Gareth turned for the lowered ramp. He blinked as he reached the flight deck and noticed the silver sphere sitting between the two command seats. “I thought that you were running the USS Maine, Shyrrik.”

The AI actually snickered. “If you think I’m going to miss this you are out of your mind.” Behind the marines the ramp thudded closed, and the shuttle lifted into the air. “The regular AI in the USS Maine is bright enough to handle the ship in most situations.”

Gareth crossed his arms and glared at the sphere. “If you don’t mind.” The shuttle returned to the deck with a sharp thump. “Thank you. Remember protocol, Shyrrik.” He paused for effect. “You may take us down to the planet now. Land us beside what you judge to be the main terminal, if there is one.”

“Yes Captain.” Rather than sounding contrite, the AI sounded as if she were actually stifling her laughter.

It could have been an airport that served any rural community on Earth, circa early twenty first century. The long runways sat between high green mountains, and the air was fresh and pleasant, smelling of new-mown summer grasses and hay ready for bailing. The small shuttle swept in after sunset had turned the sky purple, and set down without incident in what Gareth could only guess was a conventional vehicle parking lot. The light breeze whispered in the tree branches, while birds were making small noises of complaint as they prepared to roost for the night. There were no other sounds. Gareth pointed to several nearby lights, and within moments the marines had eliminated that small problem, and none too soon, as the lights in the terminal winked on, followed by the lights in the parking lot. In the shadows caused by the broken lights the small shuttle could easily have been mistaken for a parked delivery vehicle, or so Gareth hoped. They were walking toward the terminal when a low thrumming sound filled the air, and the stars were suddenly blotted out over their heads. The marines had raised their rifles when Gareth began to laugh.

“Lower the guns.” He gasped, finally getting his laughter under control. “That is a dirigible you see.” The marines and Mairi looked at him with blank faces. “Blimp… balloon??” A light went on behind the questioning eyes. “They have small motors to push them along, but the lift is provided by lighter than air gas. It is very economical… if you aren’t in a hurry.” They turned to follow the descending dirigible. One hundred meters further down the taxiway, they watched automated arms swing out from tall gantry towers to clamp to heavy cleats on the front and back of the blimp, holding it steady as a large flatbed vehicle shot out a massive hangar and slid beneath the blimp’s gondola, which descended smoothly on cables attached to front and back, to the waiting conveyance. Gondola and flatbed rolled out of the way as a second gondola on its flatbed rolled in and was reattached to the blimp. While the cargo gondola had been detached and reattached, fuel hoses had wound out of the tall towers to refuel the waiting airship. The new cargo gondola seated with a sharp metallic clang, just as the fuel hoses released to wind sinuously back to their towers. The evening air now held the familiar scent of avgas. The blimp rose a few meters before the motors started with a low purr, and it pulled away into the night. The entire operation had taken place without one single person being in evidence, and in less than fifteen minutes.

“We won’t find anyone inside.” Gareth admitted finally. “We need to go to a city.”

Mairi pointed to a red light blinking in the distance. “There.” She stated, after consulting her instruments.

This time the shuttle set down on a small landing area in what appeared to be a half kilometer square open-air park set in the upper quarter of a massive pyramidal building. Small illuminated paths led through the trees and flowers, and somewhere water tinkled in a fountain.

Mairi stopped abruptly as soon as she saw it. “This is nice.” There was a wistful note in her voice. “Very nice.”

“I am very glad to hear that.” An androgynous voice commented from the air above their heads. “Welcome to park three seven two nine six one in the city of Svobomovsk. We have many new additions to our park since the last time humans visited it, one hundred and eighty-two years ago. Would you like to hear them, or perhaps sample an ancient staple of civilization called corn, beans and potatoes, grown right here in our own park?”

“Some other time.” Gareth grumbled. “Did you say that it has been one hundred and eighty-two years since this park was last visited?”

“That is correct, Citizen.”

“Where do the people go, then? Are there concerts, or perhaps restaurants where people gather?”

“Concerts are broadcast over the Net, as you should know Citizen, and the many fine restaurants were all closed when they failed to draw any customers.”

“Where are all the people, then?” Mairi asked in a very small voice. “My sensors indicate thousands in this small section of the structure alone.”

“Why, the Citizens are all in their dwellings. Where else should they be?”

A chill went up Gareth’s spine. “Is there a public access to the city Library or the Central Computer?”

“Yes Citizen.” The voice replied after a moment’s pause. Take the north exit, go left for seven hundred meters and the public access terminal will be on your left.”

Gareth stood and made a motion to the others. “Thank you. You have a very nice park here.”

“Thank you, Citizen. We here in Svobomovsk do our best to provide you the service you deserve.”

Outside the exit Gareth took a deep breath. “I’m getting a bad feeling about all this. Shyrrik, you go ahead of us and find what you can from the data terminal. We’ll try to find some people. Be careful.”

“Yes Captain.” The sphere bobbed once, and shot down the long empty corridor.

“Mairi, find us a room with people.”

His daughter glanced at a small instrument she held in her hand, and then pointed to a plain unadorned closed door. “My instrument indicates that there are four lifeforms in there.”

Gareth knocked on the door politely, and waited. After several minutes he hit the door several times with his fist, and waited. Finally, he kicked the door. The banging echoed down the empty corridor, but there was no response at the door. He turned to the marines. “Sergeant Major, open that door.”

“Yes Sir!” The smiling Sergeant handed his weapon to a young Corporal, stepped back several meters and ran at the door, striking it with his meaty shoulder. The wall shook and the door shook… but did not open. Rubbing his shoulder, the marine glanced to Gareth.

“I just said to open it. How is up to you.” Gareth pointed out with a smile, as he took his daughter’s arm and physically moved her back by several meters. The Sergeant Major took his rifle, sighted at the juncture of door and casing about midway up, and pulled the trigger.

Gareth helped Mairi to her feet, and shook his head to try and clear the ringing sound caused by the violent explosion. A half-meter bite had been taken out of the door casing, while the door itself lay smoking across the room. Three marines entered; weapons drawn while three remained in the corridor. “Clear!” The Sergeant Major called from the smoky room.

Gareth had just stepped into the room when a small white globe the size of his fist shot out of an adjacent room and hovered in the air before his face. “Who are you?” A tinny voice howled out of the small globe. “Get out of here this instant!!”

Gareth wished for a baseball bat. “We’re from Maintenance.” He returned dryly. “We’re checking the security of all the doors in the facility. Yours failed.” Directly behind him Mairi snorted a laugh.

“But… you… I…” Came from the small globe. Gareth made a motion to the Sergeant, who swatted the globe out of the air with a swing of his rifle stock. It smashed against a wall and fell to the floor in sparking pieces. Gareth drew his Colt and headed into the adjacent room. As soon as his eyes adjusted to the low light, he wished he hadn’t.

There were four modern looking hospital beds in the oversized bedroom; all occupied. The four, small, gray skinned residents reminded Gareth somewhat of the drawings he’d seen of the Roswell aliens, and it saddened him to see what humanity had become. Totally bald, he couldn’t tell if the forms were male or female, and he didn’t have the courage to look. All four seemed to be plumbed into the bed, and all four had implants in their right temple. The lights and indicators on the beds gave the semi-dark room a horror movie feel. The air smelled vaguely like a hospital. On a small wall shelf over each individual rested a simple black base on which sat a white ball identical to the one the Sergeant had swatted into the wall. One of the bases was empty, and that individual was twitching in his, or her, or its bed. As he watched, the other three globes lifted from their bases to hang in the air, confronting the intruders.

“Who are you and what do you want.” This voice was slightly less tinny, and seemed to be in control if itself.

Gareth gave it a pitying look. “Not a thing.” He replied, slightly nauseous. Making a motion to the Sergeant, he turned for the door. Shyrrik and the other three marines were waiting for them in the corridor. “Did you find what we needed to know?” He asked the sphere.

“I did.” In some impossible way, Shyrrik too sounded nauseous. “You won’t like it.”

Gareth turned back toward the garden and began walking. “Let me guess. The entire race chose to plug themselves into a virtual world, and let their bodies go to hell. The Central Computer runs everything. They can only interact with the real world by using those silly white spheres.” He stopped and listened. Far down the corridor he could hear the sound of approaching sirens. “It looks as though they called the police.”

Shyrrik tittered softly. “If you can call them that.” Gareth frowned and kept walking toward the park.

The group had just entered the park when eight basketball sized spheres painted black and white, with blue lights flashing on top tore into the room behind them, and quickly formed a circle around them.

“Halt! You are all under arressst.” It was Gareth’s turn to chortle at the effeminate lisping sound. “You will come wittth usss to the police ssstation.”

“What if I don’t want to?” Gareth raised an eyebrow.

“But… You musst.” The police unit lisped. “The Central Computer demandsss it.”

“I don’t recognize Central Computer’s authority.”

“Central Computer is the voice of the world.” The police unit declared plaintively.

Gareth stepped forward and reaching out, placed a single finger on the floating police unit. “We’re not from this world.” He murmured, just before he whispered. “Ignis Pila.” The floating unit trembled for a moment before its blue light suddenly winked out and it crashed to the floor, a trickle of smoke oozing from the burned hole where Gareth’s finger had been. He reached out and touched a second unit with similar results. The third unit jerked back as he reached out with his finger. All the police units had, in fact, retreated slightly, forming a straight line at the edge of the park as they re-thought the situation. Gareth glanced at the Sergeant, and then without a word glanced to the floating police units. Like before, he pulled Mairi aside as the marines took aim and fired. The crash was deafening in the enclosed park, and remains of the floating police units peppered the far wall. “Sorry about the litter.” Gareth said to the air. “You have a nice park and I didn’t intend to leave trash hanging about.”

“We usually don’t condone littering,” the voice of the caretaker replied, “but I haven’t had a thing to do in years. I would be glad to take out the trash. Thank you for your concern, Citizen.”

Gareth was still chuckling as he entered the shuttle.

“Where to now?” Shyrrik asked as she settled into her spot between the two front seats.

“Take us to the gateway, please.” The shuttle lifted out of the park and put the city behind it. “I want to turn this gateway back on, and ensure that it never gets turned off.”

“I’m sure you have a reason for that.” Mairi said dryly from beside him.

He looked at her and smiled. “I do. These ‘citizens’ won’t last forever, and this world would make a nice park… for our entire race.”

He never saw the USS Maine until the lights on the landing pad lit. Now the marines were laughing and joking as they made their way to the armory to check in their weapons, and Gareth was headed for the bridge. Mairi had opted for a quick shower first. He dropped into the command chair with a long sigh, and rubbed his aching temples.

“Long trip?” Shaw asked by his side.

“Long and disappointing. For the cream of humanity, they sure fell a hell of a long way.” He looked up at the view screen. “Status?”

“Just waiting on you, Captain.” The glowing figure of the AI replied.

“Fine.” He glanced to his right. “Shyrrik, please set a course for Trilan, best speed.”

“As you wish Captain.” The stars swung as the frigate headed back out into her own element; deep space. “ETA in the Trilan System is fourteen hundred and forty hours. School will continue in two days, and we will debrief our findings from Ceorean tomorrow. You have the rest of the day off.”

“Slave-driver.” He laughed. “Is my daughter still in quarters?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Good.” He lowered his voice. “We may disappear from your scanners for a while.”

Shyrrik gave him a long look before she answered. “Understood.”

Gareth nearly bumped into Mairi as he entered their quarters. “Was that the Slipstream Drive I felt?” She asked, toweling her shoulder-length hair dry.

“Yup.” He replied, grinning.

“I should get back up to the…”

“I thought that you might come with me.”

She opened her mouth to say something and closed it, frowning. “Where are we going?”

“Athena, are you busy?” He said into the air.

“Never, for you.” Her voice was soft and… inviting. Gareth swallowed.

“I throught that we might pay a call on you.”

“That would be pleasant. Come ahead. Focus on me.”

When Gareth took Mairi’s hand her eyes grew very wide when she realized just what her father intended to do. “Simply step when I do.” He said in what he hoped was a reassuring voice. They stepped.

She jerked her hand out of his. “How did you do that? Where am I?”

Athena stepped out of nothing. “You have been here before, my dear.” She murmured, looking up at the moon.

Mairi looked up, and her gaze became distant. “I remember, kind of. I thought it was all a dream until I discovered that I had a dragon on my arm like Gareth.” She glanced at Gareth who was standing thunderstruck, staring at the moon. “Daddy?”

He looked at Athena with fearful eyes. “I just moved my daughter and me thirty-eight thousand years into the past, and several thousand light years in distance.” He began to shake.

“I told you that time, space and matter were all fluid. You’re a man, however, and had to see for yourself.” She waved her hand. “Ta da!” Gareth dragged his eyes to her face with an effort, to discover that her eyes were sparkling. “Now, what did you want to see me about?”

His glanced flicked to Mairi for a bare instant. “You taught me, Athena. I would appreciate it if you would teach Mairi how to step also.”

“Say what?” Mairi asked, her eyes huge.

“I would be happy to.” She took a step closer to Gareth. “I’m honored that you should trust me to teach Mairi.” She was so close now that he could easily feel the heat from her body.

He took a deep breath as he gazed into her glorious violet eyes. “I trust you implicitly.” He said with a small edge. “But don’t abuse my trust when it comes to my daughter.”

Her returning smile was slightly sad. “I believe that I am slightly jealous of your daughter. Perhaps one day you will trust me as much as you trust and love her.”

“Perhaps.” He replied, without a change of expression.

Athena touched his cheek gently with her fingers, and turned to face the young woman. “Give me your hand, my dear,” she murmured, reaching out. She and Mairi were suddenly and disturbingly gone.

Gareth looked up to the moon, and thought about going back to the ship. After a moment he took a small step, and pulled open the door to MacDonald’s, in Ensenada, Mexico. He was wearing scruffy, slightly frayed jeans, a tee shirt and a faded New York Yankees ball cap. There was a small wad of crinkled money in his pocket and he smiled as he walked in. At this time of morning the counter girl looked up, and sighed. She was surprised when the nondescript man bought a dozen burgers, half a dozen orders of French fries and two milk shakes, all to go. She looked out onto the empty parking lot and frowned. The smiling man exited with the large bag of food and turned toward the parking lot. The counter girl waited for him to pass the outdoor surveillance camera, but he never did.

Gareth set a selection of burgers on the coffee table, along with an order of fries and a milkshake. “Shyrrik, could you please digitize the items on my coffee table?” The items sparkled and vanished, to reappear a moment later.

“What was THAT??” The AI’s voice was dubious.

“That was a duplicate of my dinner.” He announced proudly. “From left to right, a hamburger, a cheeseburger, an Angus burger, French fries and a chocolate shake.”

“THAT was food?” The voice of the AI dripped with disbelief. “Ewwwww!”

“Be nice.”

“What are you wearing, and where is your daughter?”

“I am in mufti, and my daughter is with a friend if you have to know.” He unwrapped the first burger and took a bite, his eyes closed in bliss. “I’ll have to get a pizza next time.” He mumbled with a full mouth.


Chapter 11

THE INTERDICTED WORLDS PART 2

“We are coming up on the Trilan System now, Gareth.” Shyrrik said just loud enough for all the bridge personnel to hear. “According to my data, Trilan is the furthest human world from Earth, and also significantly closer to the galactic center.”

“Engage shields and stealth systems, Shyrrik.” Gareth said more calmly than he felt. Arriving in a new system was turning into a hazardous business.

“Yes Captain.” The stars, that had been slightly blurry in Slipstream Drive suddenly resolved into clear hard points of light in the view screen. Gareth gripped his chair as the ship did a violent jog to starboard. “Sorry Captain. I had to dodge a large piece of debris.” Gareth stared at the screen before him, gaping at the floating junkyard in space. “It appears that there was a major battle here, and just recently if I read the sensors correctly. Many wrecks still show some signs of residual heat.”

He leaned forward. “What’s that?” He asked, pointing at the large silver disk that was spinning slowly in space, like a flipped coin. A hole had been punched entirely through the ship, and even from this distance Gareth could see the haze of frozen gasses.

“The saucer is from an unknown species, Gareth. One moment.” The image of Shyrrik flickered out, and the Captain of the USS Maine frowned, tapping his fingertips irritably on the arms of his chair. Shyrrik flickered back. “Sorry, I had to devote my entire concentration on this. The alien fleet contained upward of one hundred ships. The defensive systems that fought them were of the same era as the systems of Ceorean, but obviously more robust. It looks as though both sides fought themselves to a dra… one moment.” She broke off. “There are four alien vessels approaching from the far side of the planet. It is obvious that the aliens won this round.”

Gareth glared at the screen. “Not for long. Charge weapons systems and sound General Quarters. Can they detect us?”

“From their movement and flight paths, I would say no.”

“Can we take them with one strike? I don’t want them to phone home.”

“We can, but in that case, I would recommend moving us closer.”

“Make it so, and then cut our drive and let us drift. They will fly right past us and then we will fire.” He turned in his seat. “Mei, get the FTL missiles ready, although at this range it won’t matter if we use missiles, or the slightly slower lasers.” He shot a grin at Shyrrik. “See, I remembered that the energy weapons are limited by lightspeed, while the missiles are not.”

Mei’s fingers were flying over the weapon controls, as her eyes remained glued to her screen. “Weapons ready Captain, and programmed for a simultaneous strike.”

“Run program.” Gareth said softly. It was now all up to Shyrrik.

“Sixty seconds to engagement.” The AI murmured. “Gareth, you should know that there are four more alien vessels coming from the other side of the planet.”

“Verdammt!” Gareth cursed. “Can you nudge us, so that we are actually among the first group of alien ships when we fire?”

“Why?”

“It will take the second group a few moments to figure out where we are, and all we need is seconds to lock our lasers and fire.”

“You’ll be using the first group of alien ships as cover??”

“Yup.”

“Is this what they taught you back in the twenty first century?”

“They taught us to improvise,” Gareth growled, “and overcome. That’s what I’m doing.”

“I don’t think I particularly like your brand of war fighting, Gareth.” Shyrrik said slowly.

“If you think war is supposed to be pleasant, then you’re in the wrong business. Lock the lasers, Mei.”

“Ten seconds to missile launch.” Shyrrik whispered. Gareth watched in fascination as two smaller saucers passed above and below them, escorted by two greenish vessels that could only be described as seed pods. Their shape and color made Gareth’s skin crawl. “Launch!”

The USS Maine lurched, and the view screen went white and then black as the system shut down to prevent overload, and reset. “Fire lasers!” Mei barked. Gareth thanked the ancient designers that the targeting systems didn’t rely on visible images.

“Fire mission completed.” Mei murmured, studying her displays. “Of the eight targets, seven have been destroyed, and one is falling into the atmosphere.”

At his side Shaw touched his arm. “Can we use our tractors or the shuttle to…?” The view screen flickered back to life, and the First Officer stared in horror as the hundred-meter saucer touched the atmosphere, leaving red trails as it began to burn.

“We have nothing that can stop their fall.” Gareth said gently. At twenty-five thousand meters above the ground the falling warship vanished in a brilliant flash that wept streamers of fire. The bridge crew didn’t cheer, although they had every right to in an eight to one battle. “Science Officer, what do we have down there?”

Mairi looked up at him with a thoughtful expression. “There are many lifesigns, but no signs of current civilization. There are cities, but they appear uninhabited. The powerplants are inactive. There are no lights, and no communication on any band. There are no signs of transportation of any sort.”

“People?” Gareth asked, frowning.

“Unknown. The scanner readings are… inconclusive. It will take a shore party to get the answers.”

He nodded. “Fine. We can get the shuttle set up…”

“Ahem!” Shaw Sai-Bo cleared her throat loudly. “The Captain will remain aboard on this shore reconnaissance, with the Primary Science Officer. Kiang and I will take the marines to the surface.” She gave Gareth a knowing smile. “Kiang and I have been practicing in the marine rifle range, and we’re actually pretty good with those Ecothiax rifles.” She said gently. “You can’t protect us all the time, Gareth.”

“Fine.” Gareth gave in grudgingly. “But be careful. I don’t want to have to explain to Chiu how I managed to get her parents killed. I’m in enough hot water with her as it is.”

Shaw laughed as she stood. “Kiang and I have been getting into trouble long before Chiu was ever born.”

Gareth snorted a laugh. “Be careful you two.”

Shaw bent over and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. “Always.” She turned to follow her husband off the bridge.

Gareth glanced at the sparkling form of Shyrrik. “Shyrrik, would you please go with them?”

The sparkling blue hologram smiled. “Of course, Captain.” She disappeared as the silver globe rose to follow Kiang and Shaw. It was the best he could do, under the circumstances.

After Kiang and Shaw had departed Mairi slipped into the empty seat beside Gareth. She bit her lip for a moment before she blurted it out. “Do you want me to, ahhh, slip down there and keep an eye on things?” Her cheeks turned red.

Gareth actually thought about it, for a single fleeting moment. “No. That stepping thing scares me silly, and I don’t want either one of us to use it unless it’s an emergency. Under this fancy uniform I’m just a simple Jarhead marine. I wasn’t meant to have godlike abilities, and hell, I was never meant to command a starship, of all things. I don’t want to be a god.” He gave Mairi a crooked smile. “I just want a daughter that loves me and a place to call home.” He looked around the bridge for a heartbeat. “Not this mobile weapons platform. It would be nice if I had a wife, but…” he shrugged his shoulders, “I’ve been alone before.”

The scene on the view screen shifted abruptly to clouds as seen from the shuttle. “AI, please position the ship in a geosynchronous orbit over the shuttle landing site.” Gareth asked in a soft voice.

“As you wish.” A pleasant male baritone replied from the air. “I was programmed to respond to the name Stefan, after the lead programmer’s son.”

“Hello Stephan.” Gareth replied.

“We are reaching optimum geosynchronous orbit now.”

“Thank you. Please maintain full sensor sweeps and full stealth while we are in-system. I have no intention of being caught flat-footed.”

“As you wish. I will flash a landing beacon when the shuttle returns.”

“Thank you.” Gareth replied with only part of his attention as he watched the shuttle break out of the high thin clouds and begin to slow its descent.

“Scanners indicate that this is a pristine atmosphere.” Shyrrik’s voice said out of the air. “There are no signs of greenhouse gasses, and the only carbon dioxide emissions I’ve detected appear natural in origin.”

“Take us down next to one of those empty cities.” Shaw murmured out of the camera’s view. The shuttle banked obediently.

“Shyrrik.” Gareth said softly. “In my courses I learned that combat shuttles come equipped with a dozen small surveillance drones. I recommend that you use them. You are a valuable member of our crew, and I wouldn’t want you to get killed.”

There was silence for several long moments. “Thank you. That was a good catch, Gareth.” The shuttle banked again and began its descent to a small grassy field at the outskirts of what had once been a major city. “You realize that you are doing exactly what my original programmers were terrified of?”

“What’s that?”

“Anthropomorphizing a created object; me in this case.”

Gareth chuckled at the theological argument. “Shyrrik, we were all created, in one way or another. The lab you were created in was somewhat different than the lab I was created in, just as your materials are different than my materials. We both think and we both feel.”

“Gareth, I’m a computer. I can’t feel.”

“You wouldn’t feel bad if Mairi and I were killed?”

“I… Your loss would be a great blow to the mission.” Shyrrik replied coldly.

“You used to be a better liar, Shyrrik.”

There was a sigh from the air. “I’ll work on it. I would miss you Gareth, and Mairi also. I would miss all the people I interact with on a regular basis, but the two of you the most.”

“Now you know why I suggested the surveillance probes.”

There was silence as the shuttle settled gently to the ground. “You have given me a lot to think about.”

“Good. Now pay attention to the job at hand.”

“Yes Captain.”

Through a clearing in the nearby woods Gareth saw a pack of creatures, perhaps a dozen in number, burst out of the woods, lope quickly to the other side of the clearing and disappear among the far trees. The size of large baboons, the creatures were dead white and seemed to be covered with a fine whitish fur. If it hadn’t been for the exceptionally long forearms, somewhat like a gibbon, Gareth would have thought they were human descendants. “What the hell?” He muttered. “Shyrrik, we need a blood sample from one of those things.”

“At once Captain.” The rear ramp dropped open with a thud, and several small baseball sized drones shot out in chase of the pack. Other drones spread out around the shuttle, hovering at chest height. The marines came next, weapons up and cautious. Finally, a pale Shaw and Kiang exited the craft, their faces showing that they might be regretting volunteering for this particular mission. “Sensors show that there are several hundred of these creatures close by. The city actually appears to be the safest course for us to take.” There was a sharp animal cry from the woods, and the drones that had been following the pack drifted back into sight. “I have my blood sample, Captain.”

“Recover your drones and personnel and take the shuttle into the city. Find a central park to land in, if you can. If you can’t, then pick a rooftop.”

Shaw stepped in front of Shyrrik, a slightly disgusted look on her face. “This is our reconnaissance, Gareth. Don’t backseat drive.” Beside him Mairi snickered.

He nodded slowly. “Sorry. Athena’s tendency to meddle is rubbing off on me. I’ll shut the monitor off on my end, and see you when you get back.” He glanced up. “View ahead.” The view screen flickered to show the cold reality of space. “I’ll be in my office if you need me.”

Are you really going to turn the monitor off? Mairi whispered in his mind as he turned for the door. Although they had acquired the ability to speak mind-to-mind some time back, Gareth and Mairi seldom used the gift, in order to ensure each other’s privacy.

Of course not. Gareth chuckled. I’ll just switch to my office screen.

You lied!

I shut off the view screen as I said.

That’s pure sophistry, and you know it.

It’s what our civilization is built on, my dear.

I’ve been adopted by a pirate! Gareth chuckled as he entered his office.

“How did the rest of the mission go?” Gareth asked Shaw blandly as she exited the shuttle. She gave him a flat look. She was enough of a diplomat to guess just what he’d done.

“Fine. Shyrrik’s drones were able to recover several data crystals from what must have been the central computer.”

He nodded. “Excellent. We should all probably get together and talk this over. Meet me in the conference room in fifteen minutes. Shyrrik, would you please invite the Sergeant Major, Mairi and Ensign Yong?”

“I would be happy to.”

Twenty minutes later Gareth sat back in his seat. “What do you have on the blood work, Shyrrik? What are we dealing with here?”

“Humans, Captain.”

“What?”

“The creatures we saw are, or were humans. Something strange has happened to their DNA, but they are human. Their physical characteristics suggest that they have experienced massive retrograde evolution.”

“Is it a result of a weapon, of is a natural thing springing from terrestrial or solar radiation?” Gareth asked, a note of horror in his voice as he thought of an entire planet-full of people, an entire civilization devolving into animals.

“There is no indication of a weapon, however the release could have occurred several thousands of years ago. I should know more by tomorrow.”

Gareth shuddered. “Fine. Would you please bring the USS Maine up to a high orbit?”

“As you wish. I think you’re overreacting, but you are the Captain.”

“Thank you.” Gareth replied tartly. “Did anyone else see anything of note?”

The Sergeant Major chewed his cheek for a moment. “There were some signs of an old firefight, Captain. Blast marks and bullet holes, but real old.”

Kiang nodded. “The corrosion I noted on exposed metal was quite old, possibly several thousand years.”

Gareth scratched his head. “What the hell happened here?” He muttered. “I was going to make the idiots who slaughtered Slaxoles pay for their crime, but I see that they already have. They abandoned the Earth, only to have their karma catch up with them on the other side of the galaxy.” He rubbed his temples. “How long will it take to get back to Eldenworld, Shyrrik?”

“Five months, Captain.” Shyrrik said softly.

“Fine. We’re sitting in the middle of a really big scrapyard. Do we need any raw material for our mass converter?”

“I’ve already dispatched drones to begin harvesting, Captain. It should take them approximately fifty hours.”

“I wish we could get that saucer home, somehow. I can’t begin to imagine the secrets we could unlock from it, and besides it looks cool.” Gareth grinned around the table.

“Well…” Shyrrik began. “We still have two first class drones available. If we programmed one for repair it could study the saucer, and make the necessary repairs to get it on its way back to Eldenworld. It wouldn’t even need life support; just a functioning drive of some sort, navigation and a beacon to let us know when it gets close. That will still leave me with one drone for emergencies.”

“What do you think Shaw?” Gareth asked his First Officer.

She rolled her eyes melodramatically. “Boys with toys. Whatever you wish Captain.”

“Science Officer?” He really didn’t need to ask his daughter. The shine in her eyes said it all, and she just nodded to his question.

“Just make sure they don’t have a tracer aboard, Captain.” Mei inserted. “We wouldn’t want the owners to find Eldenworld, or the gateways.”

“That is a very good idea.” Gareth nodded to the young woman, but thought in the back of his mind that when they were done the gateways would no longer be a liability.

“Do you have any idea what those data crystals contained?” He asked, leaning back in his chair.

“Not yet Gareth. I’m in the process of fabricating a reader for the crystals.”

“They’re not like the crystals Gareth found on Eldenworld, and gave to the University of Oseothan?” Kiang asked, frowning.

“These data crystals are several generations more advanced. The three crystals I recovered were indexed to contain the entire history of Trilan, plus what would be the equivalent of an encyclopedia of information from Eldenworld.”

Gareth crossed his arms. “It looks as though we’ll have to wait on Shyrrik’s findings before we know anything definite. We’ll meet here tomorrow morning. Should that give you enough time to finish you analyses?”

“That should give me more than sufficient time, Captain.”

“Thank you. If anyone needs me, I’ll be in my office.” He turned and led the group from the room.

Gareth sipped at his hot coffee, and looked about the small room. Located on the second deck amidships, the soothing blue-walled meeting room looked out over the port ‘wing’ of the USS Maine to the sparkling stars beyond. “Good morning, everyone.” He murmured. “Shyrrik, what do you have for us?”

“The force that devolved the population of Trilan was natural, Gareth.” The voice of the AI said out of the air. “There is an unusual intensity to the solar radiation from the system primary, which in itself is of no concern. There is another source of radiation, much like radon on Eldenworld that interacts with the solar radiation. Either alone is harmless, but both taken together are deadly to a highly evolved species. Initial probes probably caught the solar radiation, but missed the radon because it is usually locked in the soil. Construction of the cities released the trapped radon, which when combined with the solar radiation began to change the new residents of Trilan. Within as little as three local years after the radon was released, the changes would have been irreversible. The interacting energies are so subtle that I only found them because I knew the DNA of the original colonists, the end result, and was able to work backward to the cause.”

“So, the world is a trap?”

“Just so.” Shyrrik admitted.

“Damn!” Gareth muttered, thinking rapidly. “We’re it then. There is no race of super-intelligent humans out here in the galaxy to come to our assistance.” He rubbed his jaw. “And the races we found on Ceorean and Trilan are too far gone for anything we do to be of help.” He paused for a moment. “Could you get a couple of the defense stations in this system working again?”

“Perhaps, but why?” Shyrrik asked in a suspicious voice.

Gareth leaned forward in his seat, his eyes bright. “I assume that the people who sent that hostile fleet we found when we arrived will send another, if only to check on what became of the first fleet. If they want this world, let’s make them work for it, and convince themselves that they really want this world, and are willing to fight for it. Then we let them have it.” The grin he shared with the others at the table was savage. “Set a beacon up on the planet, as if the residents are waiting for relief to come, and make sure that there are no operational data crystals hanging around.”

Mairi’s eyes were wide. “You’re going to use the same trap again!”

“Exactly. This system should throw a wrench in their plans of domination in this sector.” He leaned back in his chair. “So, can you do it?”

“I wasn’t designed for this sort of thing.” Shyrrik grumbled.

Gareth snorted. “Bullshit! You were in charge of the lunar base, and that was no more than one big con. There were running gunfights on luna, so you can’t say you weren’t involved. You also said that you were designed to handle a battlecruiser.”

“I wasn’t involved directly on luna, and the battlecruiser was never commissioned.”

“It doesn’t matter. You are involved directly now, so I ask you again; can you do it?”

“Yes.” Shyrrik replied in a very low voice.

“What sort of a timeframe are we looking at?”

“If I send out both drones immediately, the defense systems should be partially operational in a week, or at least the repair drones that were designed to maintain this system should be working. They can take over the task of repairing the system defenses after we are gone.”

“That should work. See if the drones can upgrade the defenses a little. We don’t want to give this system away without a fight.” Gareth frowned. “Did the surface party pick up any damaging radiation?” He asked, his eyes flicking involuntarily to Shaw.

“The away team are just fine Gareth.” Shyrrik’s voice was calm. “We might have had a concern if they were there for months, but the effects of a few hours exposure are negligible.”

“Good. Get right to repairing those defense systems. While you’re at it, set the transportation gateway on this world to receive only. Expedite things as much as possible.”

Shaw gave him a long look. “Do you have insider information?” Her voice was flat, and Gareth knew that she was referring to Athena.

Gareth frowned. “No… it’s just a feeling.” He shrugged. “Shyrrik, will you please send the results of the data crystal tests to the Science and Assistant Science Officer?”

“As you wish.”

Gareth looked at the other faces in the room. “If that’s it then…” He stood when no one answered.

Mairi caught him on the way back to his small office. “Did Athena tell you something?” She whispered, holding his arm.

“Athena has never once told me anything more than the bare facts I need to know.” He chuckled, and then began in a mocking voice. “Gareth, I want you to save the world… How?? Sorry, I can’t tell you. You’ll have to ask the Eye of Zuebrihn… Where is that? Sorry I can’t tell you that either, but I can tell you that everyone will die if you don’t do this, and it’s all your responsibility… Can I reconsider? Sorry, no.”

Mairi snickered. “I hope it really wasn’t like that.”

He turned to enter his office, and stopped. “I’m afraid it was, my dear. I feel like I’ve been stumbling from one disaster to another for the last several years, and I’ll admit that I’m getting very tired of seeing people I care for die. I really do understand where your mother is coming from when she says that she doesn’t want to see any more death.”

Mairi’s face had gone pale. “Has it all been that bad?” Her voice was very small.

Gareth touched her cheek. “Not at all. I’ve met some terrific people along the way… you for instance, and Lyndra and Chiu, and her parents. There are all the folks at the Caravanserai of the Seven Sisters. Then there is always Captain Evvos and his band of pirates, and of course the Steward, Head-Cook and Bottle-Washer I’alen, although I believe he’s a shapeshifter.” Mairi smiled, and Gareth looked thoughtful. “It’s curious, if you think about it. I lost my family and came here and found you. You lost your family and found me.” He gave his daughter a warm hug. “Now WE are a family.”

Mairi sniffed, and wiped at her eyes with the back of her hand. “Damned Skippy!” She muttered using his own expression, and hugged him back. Gareth glared at Mairi. “Fine… I’ll watch my language.” She sighed, a small smile still tugging at the corner of her mouth. “Are you coming to lunch?”

Gareth rolled his eyes. “I have to speak to someone first.”

“I’ll wait for you in the living room.”

“I’ll be along shortly.” Gareth replied, smiling at her fondly. With a sigh he opened the door to his office.

Athena, we need to talk. He sent out as soon as the door closed.

You know how to step, dear one. Her thought was teasing. You can just as easily come to me.

You know how I feel about that stepping business. I’m not a god, or a superman.

“You are going to have to start using it eventually.” Athena murmured from the couch. Gareth had to pull his eyes from her long legs. “Just as a child eventually has to learn to walk.”

“Why?” He asked in a voice that was harsher than he intended. “What am I to you, exactly?”

She leaned forward, but her face was serene. “Right now, you are the best tactical weapon I have, and I am using you to resolve a strategic problem.” She smiled at him. “You’ve forgotten your mythology, my Gareth. To the Greeks I was known as the Goddess of wisdom and strategic warfare.”

“I thought that was Minerva.” Gareth murmured grinning despite himself.

“Minerva was my Roman name. I told you before that I’ve been known by many different names.”

Gareth shook his head. “What’s going on, Athena? I feel edgy, like a storm is brewing. I need to know if things are going to hell back home.”

“You know that I can’t tell you, Gareth. These are problems you have to solve yourself. I have to commend you, however, on your handling of the Zokhath incursion. By the time the Zokath recover from this little setback humanity, and I’m speaking about the people you saved, will be a well-established fact in this arm of the galaxy.”

Gareth frowned at the woman sitting on the couch. “They’re called the Zokhath?” She gave a small nod. “Which setback are we talking about; the invasion fleet or the trap?”

“Yes.” Athena smiled smugly.

The gears whirred and meshed in Gareth’s mind. “I had to come this way, didn’t I? If I hadn’t come this way an alien war fleet would soon be advancing on the Decade worlds, and humanity wouldn’t be able to do a thing about it. By the time the aliens get to us now, they will have to deal with us as equals.” He looked up at Athena with a grudging respect. “How many irons do you have in the fire at the same time?”

She laughed lightly. “More than you could count.”

“Fine.” He rumbled. “I’ll do what you request, but I ask only one thing in return; and that is for YOU to ensure the safety of my daughter; and you will NOT delegate this responsibility.”

“Done!” Athena replied immediately, her classically beautiful face serious. From her tone and expression Gareth knew that he’d walked right into what she wanted him to do in the first place.

“Thank you, I think.” He muttered darkly. Athena laughed lightly, stood, kissed him lightly on the cheek and vanished. Gareth wondered if he had just advanced or retreated in his dealing with Athena.

“All systems are go for departure, Captain.” Shaw murmured at his side.

He swallowed a small smile as he turned to the blue form of the AI. “Take us home, Shyrrik. Best speed. Departure angle on view screen.” Behind them the beautiful trap of Trilan dwindled astern until it became a single dot in the vast sparkling skies, and disappeared. “View ahead.” The view obediently shifted to the oncoming stars.

“Engaging Slipstream Drive.” Shyrrik said softly. The stars lost their crisp edges, blurring slightly. “ETA Terran system, eighteen hundred and forty two hours.”

“Thank you Shyrrik.” Gareth replied, watching the stars flow by. In the ten days prior to departure it had been decided by consensus to begin referring to Earth as Terra, rather than Earth or Eldenworld, and humans on said planet as Terrans. He admitted that it was going to be a long time before he would be able to think of himself as a Xolian, or Vurean, or Grocean, although he could probably shorten it to Groc. He shuddered at the thought and decided to remain a Terran. “I believe that I’ll hit the galley for lunch. First Officer, you have the con. Please set up a watch schedule, if you would.”

“Yes Captain. Shyrrik has already spoken to me about mandatory classes on the return journey.” Shaw’s eyes were sparkling. “I’ve taken the liberty of scheduling you already. Your classes begin at zero seven hundred hours tomorrow morning until eleven hundred. From eleven thirty to twelve thirty you have hand to hand training in the gym.” Gareth winced, but knew that a regular exercise routine was mandatory for people in space, and hand to hand training with the marines was more enjoyable than a boring hour on a treadmill or weight machine. “Your watch is from fourteen hundred until twenty-two hundred hours. I’ve sent your schedule along to your PDA.”

“Thank you for being so efficient.” Gareth replied dryly.

“The pleasure is all mine, Captain.” Shaw returned with a wide smile.

“Good day, Captain.” The neutral voice said out of the black serving window in the galley. “What would you like today?”

“Can I get a six ounce filet-mignon, rare, with salt, pepper and a small amount of garlic on it, broiled mushrooms on the side, with a small green salad with Italian dressing? A roll with butter and coffee, black.”

A tray bearing Gareth’s food winked into existence before him. “Your meal, Captain.”

“Thank you.” After three bites of what had surprised him as a particularly good steak, Gareth found that he wasn’t hungry any longer as he recalled his wife’s carnivorous appetite. As a shapeshifter who preferred the shape of a cat, the carnivorous feline appetite tended to run across whatever shape Chiu chose. He recalled that she would regularly finish his steaks, no matter how large. Keeping the coffee, he whispered a word and the tray disappeared. He looked up as Mairi slid into the seat beside him.

“You don’t eat enough.” She said in an imperious tone. “I miss Mother too, but not eating won’t help things at all. You are still way too thin for your height.”

Gareth chuckled. “Are you my doctor?”

Mairi didn’t blink. “Not yet. I am taking courses in medicine, and hope to be well on my way to being a full-fledged doctor by the time we reach Terra.”

Gareth blinked. “A doctor?? I am very impressed and proud of you, young lady.”

She blushed prettily, and looked at the table. “Thank you, Father. Now, what would you like to eat?”

Gareth gazed up wistfully. “I would absolutely love a Supreme Pizza, and a cold beer, but…” The mug of coffee disappeared, and a steaming forty centimeter pizza was sitting on a metal tray before him. Beside it was a brown beer bottle, condensation thick on the chilled glass. He looked at his daughter with wide eyes. “Did you…” He let the sentence trail off when he saw her face. “Thank you, Athena.” He said very softly. One wide slice of the pizza suddenly disappeared, and the level of beer in his bottle dropped by three centimeters.

“That’s actually quite good.” A feminine voice said from the air. “First there was the Mona Lisa, then Mozart, and now this. I may decide to save the human race after all.” Mairi snorted a laugh.

“Before more of it disappears,” Gareth said quickly, “computer, make a copy of this food in front of me. Label it, Supreme Pizza Hot, with beer, cold.” The food sparkled briefly.

“Copy completed. I notice that one sixth of the Pizza is missing. Would you like me to replace it?”

Gareth almost said yes. “No. The missing slice will always remind us of where our food comes from, originally, and who we have to thank for it.”

A soft “Oh dear!” Came from the air, and Mairi looked on Gareth with surprised eyes.

“What??” He rumbled, embarrassed. “Just because I’m a soldier doesn’t mean I don’t have faith, if not a definite religion. I wouldn’t have gotten as far as I have if I didn’t have faith.”

“I’m not complaining, daddy.” Mairi murmured, holding his arm tightly. “I’m not complaining at all.” At that instant a second piece of the pizza disappeared, and Gareth’s beer dropped another three centimeters.

“Eat up Mairi, before our mysterious benefactor devours it for us.” He chuckled as he snatched up a piece of pizza. His appetite was suddenly back.

The level of excitement on the starship was high as they approached Sol. On the bridge there was a light chatter, and the occasional laugh. Gareth didn’t discipline his assorted crew for the minor infractions of decorum, however. Most of the bridge staff and crew in general were civilian volunteers, and Gareth had to keep that fact firmly in mind.

“We will be dropping from Slipstream Drive in a few moments, Gareth.” Shyrrik said in a neutral voice.

While smiles were dotting faces around the bridge, Gareth was frowning; a nagging worry sitting just out of his reach in the back of his mind. “Thank you. Engage stealth systems.” The smiles of the bridge staff faltered, and heads turned in his direction. Gareth gave them a level look. “Sound General Quarters Shyrrik. This is not a drill.” When the alarm echoed down the corridors he turned to Shaw, but pitched his voice to carry to the rest of the bridge staff. “I have a feeling about this.” He explained. “If I’ve made a mistake, I’ll apologize later.”

Shaw opened her mouth to make a comment, looked into Gareth’s eyes and decided against it. “Aye, aye Captain.” She said softly. At the Science Station, Mairi had gone pale.

“Entering normal space in three… two… one… now!” Shyrrik commented in a flat voice. “We are just passing Jupiter on our port side, and should arrive in Terran orbit in no more than…” She stopped suddenly. “I am picking up heavy weapons discharges across Terra, Gareth. The fighting seems to be centered on the gateways.”

Gareth felt a knot in his stomach. “Flank speed to Terra, Shyrrik.”

“Flank speed, aye, aye.” The voice of the AI whispered. The Frigate USS Maine leapt forward like a wolfhound on the hunt.

“What more can you tell me?” Gareth asked, leaning forward in his seat.

“It appears that The Yeugate is under attack by one of the combat shuttles.”

“Scheiße! Scheiße! Scheiße!” Garteth growled. “Send a message to Ell, and tell her that help is on the way.” Where are you Chiu? He asked himself. And what the hell has happened?

“Charge weapons systems.”

Terra looked very much the way they had left it as the USS Maine swept by where the moon should have been. “Captain, I detect Ecothiax designed weapons in use at high power!”

“Where?” Gatreth snapped.

“Shsa-Tirion.”

“Nun ist die Kacke am Dampfen.” Gareth hissed in German.

“It has indeed hit the fan, Captain. What are your orders?” The others on the bridge were staring at him.

“Let’s put out the major fires first, Shyrrik. Take us on a low pass over The Yeugate.” He glanced at Mei who was sitting at her weapons console, pale faced. “Take out that shuttle, Mei.”

“Are we taking prisoners?” Her voice was surprisingly steady.

“No.” Gareth snapped. “Then head for Shsa-Tirion, but for god’s sake keep us invisible. I suspect that one of those Ecothiax weapons would damage us, and we still have a lot of work to do. After that we’ll…”

“Where the hell have you been??” Ells voice boomed out of the bridge speakers.

“Out in the middle of nowhere trying to prevent an alien invasion.” Gareth replied dryly. “We’re going to take out that shuttle that is pestering you, and then we’ll help Thomas over at Shsa-Tirion. How is Iona in Brivrelsea?”

“Surviving, barely. You said an alien invasion?” Ell sounded impressed.

“She’s number three on my to-do list then, and yes I said alien invasion. If you can talk to Iona, tell her help is coming and to select a few choice targets for me.”

“I can do that, but where the hell are you? My sensors can’t pick up a thing.”

“Shyrrik has us in full stealth mode.”

“Cool…” Ell whispered. “It’s good to have you back.”

“I never leave friends behind.” Gareth replied, although he didn’t have the courage to ask about Chiu.

Mei looked over at him. “Big bang or a little bang, Captain?” Her face was angry, and Gareth knew she had friends in The Yeugate.

He gave her a level look. “Make it a big bang. I want to send a message to those who would hurt my friends.” He chuckled. “Ell, prepare for a big bang.”

“Oh no!”

“Fire as you bear, Mei.”

“Aye, Captain.” Her finger touched a single key, and ten kilometers from The Yeugate, on an attack run at Mach three, a small sun grew where the combat shuttle had been, wavered for a moment, and dwindled.

“Good job.” Gareth commented dryly. “Shyrrik, take us to Shsa-Tirion.” The view screen banked as the huge frigate turned and accelerated for the other gateway.

Sitting in the northern quadrant of the Shattered Plain, the former Great City of Shsa-Tirion was surrounded by swirling hordes of raiders, as well as packs of vicious three-legged dogs know as Ups. Smoke curled from holes in the exterior of the half kilometer wide, regular dodecahedron, where energy bolts from the Ecothiax based weapons had struck. Gareth glared down at the confusion. “Get me Thomas, if you please Shyrrik.”

“Finally.” A cultured baritone voice said from the ceiling. “I was beginning to worry.”

Gareth chuckled. “I see that you invited too many guests for the party, and you probably ran out of canapes.”

“They were understandably upset, Sir.”

“Are there any good guys out there?”

“Unfortunately, yes. A last caravan was attempting to get in the North gate when the attack came.”

The view screen pivoted and Gareth suddenly saw what the AI was talking about. A single kilometer from the north side of the structure a circle of wagons, camels and men fought off waves of attackers.

Shyrrik, can your sensors locate the Ecothiax style weapons?”

“There are only four, and I already have them targeted.”

“Excellent. Mei, at your discretion, take out those four rifles, and then clear away the forces surrounding the caravan.”

“Firing, Captain.” Mei’s smile sent a shiver down Gareth’s back as he watched four huge explosions, probably in the half kiloton range, blast holes in the attacking raider forces, while point defense lasers cut the caravan attackers to ribbons.

The huge metal door to Shsa-Tirion swung open, admitting the caravan who, with very little urging, charged inside. Gareth watched in some satisfaction as the ponderous door set in the northern panel of the dodecahedron, swung slowly closed.

“Thank you, Gareth.” Thomas murmured. “There are no more friendlies in the field of fire.”

“You’re welcome. I’ll be in touch.” He turned to Mei. “You heard the man. With the exception of the city, you can set the point defense on automatic and commence fire.”

“Yes Captain.” Mei pushed one button, the rest obviously already having been programmed. With the USS Maine hovering a scant thousand meters over the city, it took three minutes. Mei looked slightly green when she turned back to Gareth again. “Defense program has been completed, Captain. Hostile forces are eliminated.”

“Thank you, Mei.” Gareth gave her a sympathetic look. “Why don’t you go and wash your face. It will be a few minutes before we reach Bivrelsea.”

The young woman wobbled to her feet. “Thank you, Captain.” She replied in a shaky voice.

“Shyrrik, best cruise speed to Brivrelsea. Let’s give our young Weapons Officer a few minutes to regain her composure.” When Mairi shot him a questioning look, he replied mind-to-mind. You are my daughter, but the rest of the crew of the USS Maine are also my family. You do things like this for members of your family.

Just when I think I have you figured out, you do something like this, and knock all my nice neat preconceptions in a cocked hat. She gave him a warm smile. You’re the best father I could ever have had. Gareth felt himself redden, and Mairi laughed gently.

The Maine banked, turning her bow south as she accelerated toward what had once been the great city of Brivrelsea. Now it was nothing more than a train station… to the stars. Far below them Gareth could see a small raider ship putting out from shore into the wide Phila River, her wide striped lateen sails filling in a stiff wind, and it made him wonder. “Shyrrik, would you please follow the Phila River south? I would like to see what’s happening at Strizroufast.” The ship adjusted her course slightly until the wide Phila River was directly below them. Gareth had sailed that very river in the past, and knew the hazards and pitfalls to the unwary.

As they traveled over the structure, Gareth noticed that the front gates to the Caravanserai of the Seven Sisters stood open, the building itself abandoned. He couldn’t restrain his sigh.

“Strizroufast coming up.” Shyrrik murmured in a calm voice, pitched he knew, to instill maximum confidence in the listening audience. He winked to Ensign Yong as she slid into her seat.

“Scheiße!” He muttered, staring at the hundreds of raider ships anchored in the wide harbor. He had burned out the pirate fleet once, and a good part of the city as well, but like cockroaches, the raiders had survived and multiplied. I’m sorry for what I have to do, Athena. He whispered in his mind. “Mei, what do we have available for nuclear air-to-ground munitions?”

The young woman threw him a shocked look, and then seemed to pull herself together. “We have two and three kiloton missiles, as well as a five, ten and fifty megaton.”

“Radiation release on the blasts?” He asked, staring at the ships.

“The kiloton weapons as well as the five-megaton missile are relatively clean, Sir.” Mei replied, obviously skipping mention of the larger megaton weapons.

“Move us to a safe distance Shyrrik,” he said, then turned to Ensign Yong. “You may launch a five megaton weapon. Target the shoreline between the raider ships and the city.”

“Aye, aye Captain.” Two voices replied in unison.

The flash made the view screens blank momentarily. When the view returned Gareth sat staring at the fireball that was rapidly consuming the raider fleet, and city.

“Oh my god!!” Mei said in horror from her position.

“Before you get all weepy,” Gareth growled more harshly than he’d intended, “I’d like to remind you of all the atrocities these people have committed over the years.” He shuddered at the memories of burned towns and slaughtered people. “The raiders we caught outside Shsa-Tirion were, if anything, even worse.” He forced himself to watch the fireball consume what had once been a bustling city. “Take us to Brivrelsea, Shyrrik.” The ship banked and the view slid away, but Gareth knew that he would see it in his nightmares for years to come.

As they crossed the wide stretch of Great Ocean, Gareth noted clusters and groups of what appeared to be troop transports, all escorted by three or more of the sleek raiders. “What the hell happened while we were gone?” He muttered. “Do you have any ideas Shyrrik?”

The voice of the AI sighed. “When the people of Oseothan began to depart Terra, it created a power vacuum. Like it or not, the Aebbea were the behind-the-scene rulers of the world. When they left somebody took their place. Somebody with few, if any, morals. I’ve reviewed your own history, Gareth. Can’t you think of a group of people on this very world who would be unscrupulous and stab you in the back if they could?”

Gareth’s eyes widened. “The vampire Zadra! The bounty hunters never caught him after he tried to kill me. He would be smart enough, and cruel enough to pull it off.”

“Look on the deck of the largest transport.” Shyrrik said as the screen zoomed in. Perhaps a dozen tall and abnormally thin people were standing on the deck. All were wearing deeply cowled black robes that covered their entire bodies. They were all facing away from the sun.

“Wouldn’t vampires stay below deck?” Gareth asked, leaning forward in his seat.

“Even vampires need fresh air every once in a while, Gareth, and it is a cloudy day.”

Gareth scratched his head and frowned. “Where would you guess they are going?”

“Brivrelsea.” Shyrrik returned immediately. “There doesn’t appear to be enough cargo for an extended voyage to Oseothan.”

“I agree.” Gareth murmured, as the ship swept over the northern shore of Luxoroth, heading south.

“Iona has forwarded the coordinates for our fire mission, Captain.” Shyrrik murmured in a low voice.

Gareth glanced at Mei. “You know what to do, Ensign. I would recommend that you wait until we come into range of all targets, and hit them all simultaneously, if you can.”

“Aye, aye Captain.” She hesitated a few short moments. “Firing in… three… two… one…” In the jungles around Brivrelsea, fires blossomed, and from their altitude Gareth could see the shock waves flattening what local trees hadn’t been incinerated by the blast. “Fire mission completed.” Mei whispered.

“Very good. I’ll be taking a squad of marines with me down to the surface.” He gave Ensign Yong a long look. “You will be coming with me. I want you to stay in the shuttle while I’m on the ground and fly Combat Air Patrol. It will be up to you to keep me safe.”

“Yes, Sir!” The young woman snapped, and Gareth had to bite down a smile at her renewed enthusiasm.

Smoke trickled from holes blown in the smooth dome covering the lower city, and the gardens and wooded paths that Gareth had admired on his last visit were trampled and torn. A young woman with streaming brown hair, and dressed conservatively in a leather tunic and breeches, with a bow strapped across her back stepped through the wall of the city and into the ruined garden. She looked around sadly.

“I was just getting it the way I liked it.” She looked up at Gareth. “Thank you for driving them off.”

“Hello, Iona. You might not thank me so much in a moment.” He muttered dryly. “How are the transfers going?”

She gave him a long look. “Unless you have a few more boatloads, I’m done.”

She blinked when he smiled. “Good.” Gareth replied, grinning like a fool. “Here’s what I want you to do…” Fifteen minutes later the shuttle dropped to the ruined gardens, and Gareth boarded, followed closely by his clutch of nervous marines. “All done. Take us back to the ship, Shyrrik.”

Mei, sitting in the right-hand seat gave him a long look. “Do we get an explanation?”

Gareth turned to her, still grinning. “It’s a good story, but not so good that I want to tell it twice. I’ll tell everyone on the bridge.”

“Fine,” Mei humphed, “don’t tell me… Captain.” She added as an afterthought.

“Puasheehchester, best cruise speed.” Gareth announced as he settled back into the frigate’s command chair. The scene in the view screen shifted and dwindled as the USS Maine headed for a low orbit hop. “ETA in Puasheehchester is sixty-five minutes.” Shyrrik said softly.

Gareth leaned back, noting that every eye in the room was now turned to him. He smiled. “I just shut Brivrelsea gateway down… more or less.” He announced. The eyes watching him widened. “Iona told me that she has processed just about all the people she can to one or another of the Decade Worlds.”

“But…” Mei almost stammered. “What about all the ships I saw in the harbor? There were hundreds of ships of all shapes and sizes.”

“That was a raider fleet.” Gareth said gently. “Iona sent out probes to make sure. I told Iona to pack things up, and bootstrap herself to a transfer pod, like our Shyrrik.” He reached out and touched the silver pod resting between the two seats. “When she is ready, she will let us know and we will give her a boost to orbit, where she will take over the Science Vessel Griffon.” He leaned forward in his seat. “When she transfers, she will leave the gateway active. Anyone who steps through will be transferred to Trilan. Without exception, all transfers will be one way. After three months, the gateway in Brivrelsea will shut itself off, and power down. The gateway in Trilan will self-destruct to prevent the technology from falling into hostile hands. The only one that can reactivate a gateway will be one of the four remaining AIs.”

“But Trilan is a trap.” Mairi pondered, her brow furrowed, and then a look of surprise crossed her face. “You are using the humans and the vampires as bait for the aliens, aren’t you?”

Gareth gave his daughter a flat look as he replied. “The aliens will never expect us to sacrifice our own people for a trap. The raiders and the vampires will finally make a useful contribution to society.”

“That’s horrible!” Mairi gasped.

Gareth slumped. “What would you have me do, drop them into the sun, like I did Lothar? Perhaps I could just leave them here to disrupt the transfer of the less aggressive residents.” He rubbed his forehead. “There were more of them than I expected. A lot more.” He finished in a whisper.

Mairi looked torn. “What about mother?”

Gareth looked up. “THAT is the next item on my to-do list.”

The smoke from the fires that consumed Puasheehchester and the adjoining harbor could be seen from orbit, as the USS Maine began her descent.

“O my god!” Mairi whispered what everyone else on the bridge was thinking.

Gareth glared at the smoke. “Are you receiving a distress beacon from the other shuttle?”

“No Captain.” Shyrrik replied in a firm voice. “I am, however, picking up a faint reading from the shuttle’s drive in the business district on the western side of the city. There are no lifesigns.”

The Captain nodded briefly. “Are you picking up Ecothiax weapon signatures?”

“Two, Captain, located to either side of the shuttle. I would say that they hope to catch you in a trap.”

Gareth’s smile was grim. “They didn’t count on the sensitivity of the frigate’s sensors.” He glanced across at a pale-faced Mei. “Weapons Officer, when we come in range, please remove those two weapons from my Landing Zone.”

He could see the young Ensign shake herself. “What weapons shall I use, Captain?”

Gareth smiled. “I would prefer the grounded shuttle to be in one piece, Ensign Yong.”

“Aye, aye Captain, the shuttle will be undamaged. Arming energy weapons.” She entered a swift command, and studied her screen. “Engagement in thirty seconds.” Gareth gave her a curt nod. “Program running.”

Two eye-searing flashes lit the city of Puasheehchester as the two multi-story buildings, perhaps a kilometer apart, disappeared in the blast. Gareth’s eyebrows went up. “Don’t you think that those blasts might have been a little… excessive?”

Mei replied immediately. “No Captain. Shyrrik did the math for me. Those two blasts reduced the buildings to dust. No significant debris was left to impact the shuttle.”

“How about adjacent buildings?” He asked sharply, although inside he could feel a smile building.

“Sensors indicated no buildings between the blast zone and the shuttle.”

“Very good Mei… and Shyrrik. Good shooting.”

“Thank you, Captain.” A pair of voices replied.

Gareth looked around the bridge. “This is the way it’s going to be.” He said in a tone that brooked no argument. “I will be taking the shuttle down to the surface to look for Chiu. I will take Shyrrik and a half dozen marines. We will all be in full armor. Stefan, the AI of the Frigate USS Maine will, as soon as we have departed the hangar, take the frigate to The Yeugate where all personnel that are going ashore, and then on to Puborg or another of the Decade Worlds, will debark. Stefan will then take the USS Maine to Brivrelsea, where he will collect Iona and proceed to orbit where Iona will enter and activate the Science Vessel Griffon. USS Maine and Griffon will then assume station-keeping at the museum until I return.” A number of glares burned into him, which Gareth calmly shrugged off.

“No!!” Mairi growled, her face livid. “I will go with you. Chiu was my mother too, and it’s my right to go with you.”

Gareth gave her a sad smile. “You will NOT go. If you attempt to go you will be sedated until I have departed.”

He thought for a moment that she was going to explode. “Chiu was my mother too! I have to go.”

“No.” Gareth replied calmly. The bridge door slid opened and the ship’s doctor walked in, followed by two of the biggest medical assistants Gareth had ever seen. “Doctor, please escort my daughter to her room, and stay with her until I depart.”

Mairi’s eyes were flaming. “I hate you!” She hissed through clenched teeth.

The words stung Gareth to the quick, but he looked at Mairi with calm gray eyes. “At least you will be alive TO hate me.” He nodded to the doctor who firmly escorted Mairi off the bridge. “I’ll head for The Yeugate when I’m done here. Will you still be there?” He asked, addressing a calm faced Shaw who sat at his side.

She glanced at her husband, her eyes unreadable. “I think we’ll go home. With a little luck Shen, Chiu’s brother and Qingzhao, her sister, will already be there.” He could see what she was doing; pulling the family together in case the news was bad; and a queasy premonition told him that things were going to be bad.

Gareth stood. “In that case, Shaw Sai-Bo, you have the con.”

“I have the con.” She repeated, a note of sadness in her voice. “Be very careful, Gareth.”

He gave her a crooked smile. “I will Mother.” He turned to the rest of the bridge staff, and snapped off his best parade-ground salute, his face like stone. “It was an honor and a pleasure to work with all of you.” Before things got any sloppier, he turned and strode off the bridge, Shyrrik’s silver globe bobbing along behind him. His eyes, for some reason, seemed to be blurring with tears, but Shyrrik wisely said nothing.

A heavy concealing smoke filled the entire city of Puasheehchester, and scattered fires dotted the business district, very few not caused by the explosions of the two weapons emplacements. The shuttle settled a short way outside the blast zone, and the black uniformed marines fanned out, eyes and ears alert. They all had on respirators and smoke cancelling goggles. Today THEY were the ones that looked like the bug-eyed alien invaders. Even Shyrrik had traded her shiny chrome surface for a dull mottled gray and black. Behind them the ramp of the shuttle thudded shut, and the reactive camouflage shimmered briefly. When it finished, the combat shuttle looked like another pile of debris cluttering the wide street. Gareth nodded, and made a motion for the squad to move out.

“Wait!” Shyrrik’s voice hissed in his ear a moment later. Gareth held up a hand and the marines froze. “Movement at your twelve o’clock position, one hundred meters. One person.” Gareth made another hand sign, and then drew his kukri. A half meter of hardened black Damascus steel, his Gurka Kukri was a fearsome fighting weapon, and had been with him since he arrived on Eldenworld. Heavy and razor sharp, it could slice through muscle and bone with equal ease. The raider, coughing from the smoke and eyes watering never saw Gareth coming to clamp his hand over the man’s mouth, driving the kukri into his back with enough force that ten bloody centimeters of the blade stood out of the man’s chest. The man stiffened, and went limp. It was over in three seconds, and Gareth wiped his blade on the dead man’s shirt before he signaled the rest of the marines, with a sigh. They were good men and women, but they had never been trained in the grittier side of in-your-face fighting. He stopped at a pile of rubble and picked out three or four arm long lengths of steel pipe, handing them out to members of the squad. Gareth placed a finger on his lips to emphasize the point, before he continued down the littered smoky street. They made it half way to the crashed shuttle before Shyrrik stopped them again. “Gareth, there are three more coming. One of them is… different.”

“How different?” Gareth whispered.

“I think that it might be a vampire.”

“Damn. Which side is the vampire on?”

“Furthest from you.”

Gareth bent to the marines, and whispered quickly before he slowly drew the kukri out of its sheath. It wasn’t a fight so much as it was a slaughter. The two marines tapped the two human raiders sharply on the temples with their pipes, and when the men collapsed in a crash of sound the vampire whirled. Waiting for that very maneuver, Gareth stepped up behind the vampire, and split his skull with the kukri, from crown to chin. Gareth kicked the body off his blade with a booted foot, and wiped the blade on the man’s black cloak. He stared at the face for a long moment, finally deciding that it wasn’t the vampire Zadra, who had almost killed him once before.

The nose of the crashed combat shuttle sat in the front window of what had once been a delicatessen. Gareth could smell spoiled meats and cheeses in the air, along with the usual war smells of smoke and carrion. To him it was old hat. The young marines with him were slightly green, and that included the Sergeant Major. As they approached the shuttle Gareth could see the charred signs of a heavy weapon strike, probably from an Ecothiax weapon, on the starboard engine nacelle.

“Is this out of commission?” He asked, staring at the damaged craft.

“I’m unable to give you a clear answer without connecting to the shuttle computer, but the port engine looks to be serviceable.” Shyrrik replied slowly, floating closer to the wreck. Gareth frowned as he noted the discarded pry bars and heavy sledge hammers. The rear ramp was battered, but still closed.

“How do I get in?” He asked at last as the marines spread out in a half circle around the back of the shuttle.

“Place you hand on the rear ramp. If the computer is still active it should recognize you.”

The small vessel felt dead under Gareth’s hand, and then something trembled. The ramp groaned, opened a crack and stopped. Then, with a scream of tortured metal the ramp fell open with a crash. Gareth felt the world dim around him as a hand seemed to clutch his heart. He stepped on the open ramp and into the small shuttle, studying the scene for several long moments before he turned to the Sergeant Major. “It looks as though someone was trying to pull another back inside the shuttle when he was shot, his body then falling on the first.” His voice was as dead as the bodies lying on the deck before him. “The shuttle sealed automatically.” His hands were shaking. “Shyrrik, check the systems, please.”

“Yes Captain.” A voice said from a million miles away. “The shuttle appears to be marginally operational.”

Gareth reluctantly rolled the first body, in a marine uniform, over on its back. There was a bullet hole in the man’s forehead that had dribbled blood down his gray face. He shut his eyes at the horrified expression on the face of Staff Sergeant Lî Xianliang. He heard other feet entering the shuttle and the gasping intakes of breath, but ignored them as he touched Chiu’s still, cold, corpse. As her body rolled over his eyes widened. Her pale, porcelain skin was withered, pulling back her lips to expose her small white teeth. A memory flashed through Gareth’s mind of Chiu nibbling on his neck with those same small white teeth, on a passionate night in the Seven Sisters. Below her jawline on the side of her neck were two small black holes, from which a trickle of now dried blood had run. A vampire killed my wife. He thought in horror, and then A VAMPIRE KILLED MY WIFE!!! A last sane thought pushed its way to the surface of his roiling mind. “Shyrrik,” He said in a barely controlled hiss. “Get both of the shuttles and the marines back to The Yeugate.” He jerked an Ecothiax rifle from the Sergeant Major’s hands and turned blazing eyes on the cringing man. “You will take your men back to the other shuttle and go to The Yeugate. THAT IS AN ORDER!” He shouted.

“But… what will you do, alone?” The Sergeant Major asked in growing dismay.

Gareth was shaking so hard he could barely hold the weapon. “I will kill them all.” He said in a deadly voice, devoid of any emotion. Since he knew the adaptive camouflage of the armor and uniform much better than the local marines, Gareth touched a control on his chest and seemed to vanish before their eyes.


Chapter 12

END OF THE LINE

A voice in the darkness hissed in the sibilant speech of the vampires. “Keep a clossse watch.” It said to the humans clustered around the small fire. “There isss sssomething moving in the night. Sssomething deadly. You ssshould…” The rest of the sentence was interrupted by the sound of a meaty chunk, and the head of the vampire rolled into the little circle of firelight. An instant later, before the raiders could do more than rise, an energy bolt tore the darkness and struck the fire, blasting sparks and blistered smoking corpses for a dozen meters.

The coppery stench of blood, both human and vampire, was strong in the air, and the screams of the dying echoed from shattered buildings. Gareth sat on a pile of rubble watching with dead eyes as the sun slowly touched five vampires nailed spread eagled to the side of a house. His dirty blood-crusted fingernails dug furrows in in his palms, as he recalled that the last vampire had admitted, in a gasping breath, that the leader of the vampires named Zadra, had been piloting the stolen combat shuttle in its attack on the Yuegate. Deprived of his revenge, Gareth gave the dying vampire a rictus smile as he watched the rising sun slowly burn away its face.

The raider ship Blood sat anchored in Puasheehchester harbor, her thirty-meter length lit fore and aft with torches while four seamen, twice the usual night-watch, paced the desk, their hands never far from the hilts of their swords. The three long lateen yards hung over the deck, matching exactly the angle of the other yards, and the red striped sails were furled neatly. Laughter came faintly from below decks and the smells of roast mutton was thick in the air.

“I wish we had guns, like the bloody marines we forced off the ship.” A young raider exclaimed fervently as he turned from the fo'c's'le, or forecastle deck as the lubbers called it.

“We’d also need the ammunition, and the training.” An older sailor rumbled. “I don’t think it’s bloody likely, seein’ as how we sank their bloody ships.” He glanced toward the docks, fifty meters away, where the tops of the funnels of the two steamships could still be seen sticking above the still black water. “We were supposed to make an example of em, the vampires said. Kill all the seamen and all the marines, the vampires said. They snuck us all ashore quiet enough, but they never told us them damned marines would fight like cornered rats. Oh, we sank the ships right enough, and I think it was a waste, but most o the crews and marines got away, and killed half again their number of our lads.”

“But we sank their gunships!” The younger Raider challenged. “That has to mean sumpthin.” There was no reply. “Earl, did you hear what I said?” There was a dull sound, like a fish jumping in the water nearby. “Earl, did you hear that?” He called, trying to keep the fear out of his voice. “Ear…” The raider stopped suddenly, to stare at the black blade that was sticking out from his chest. He never felt the hands that unceremoniously dumped him over the side. A shadow moved across the silent deck, aimed a rifle down a companionway and pulled the trigger, blowing out the bottom of the small ship with one intense blast of sound and superheated steam. The shadow slipped over the side well before the ship slid beneath the cold surface of the harbor, the men below deck still screaming as the boat sank with all hands.

He was sitting on a nail keg, on the dock, in the bright sunlight when Gareth finally regained his senses. The Ecothiax based rifle in his hands was bent, battered and covered with gore, more than ample evidence that he had been using it like a club since the charge ran out. At his feet lay the broken and bloody remains of at least one vampire, or perhaps more. He didn’t have the energy to sort pieces. Although his face was still smooth and devoid of hair, thanks to Athena; the length of his hair and nails told him that he’d been out of his mind for the better part of a month. Setting the rifle across his knees, he pulled out his Colt. As he’d expected, the ammunition level read zero and given his state of mind, he was more than a little surprised he still had the unusable weapon. Replacing the Colt, he withdrew and studied the kukri that he’d shoved clumsily through his belt. The scabbard was missing, and the blade of the weapon was nicked, and still covered with dried blood. Replacing the blade, he put his head in his hands and wept; for Lyndra, for Chiu, and for himself.

“What have I become?” He asked the now empty harbor. What raider ships hadn’t been sunk had pulled up their anchors and beat a hasty retreat from the night demon that sank their ships and killed their men. “I’ve become the monster I thought to overcome.” He looked down on himself, and was amazed to find that he was relatively clean, and then he remembered swimming out to all those anchored ships. The shore parties had already, by that time, succumbed to his weapons, his knife, and sometimes his bare hands and teeth. One or two small trickles of smoke still rose from the ruins of Puasheehchester, dying remnants of burnt buildings. The blue sky was clear and still, and the sun bloody red. Remarkably, the air smelled clean, and held the first chill of winter. He sat for a long while, staring at nothing… thinking of nothing.

“You have to come home, my Gareth.” She said in a soft voice.

Anticipating her arrival, Gareth didn’t bother to look up. “I don’t have a home. You and I both saw to that, and why would you even want me close to you? Look at what I’ve done; look at what I’ve become.” He dropped the bent rifle at his feet with a hollow clank that echoed out across the harbor.

“Your daughter is with me, and she is worried about you.”

Gareth gave a dry mirthless laugh. “Her last words to me were that she hated me.”

Athena sighed. “Mairi has since regretted saying those words; so much so that I had to restrain her from following in your footsteps. I believe she said she hated me too, among other more colorful things.” Gareth finally glanced up. “Would you please come home and take that hellion of yours off my hands? I have a job to do and I can’t spend all my time babysitting.”

Gareth’s chuckle was short lived. “I got Chiu killed, Athena. I could have saved her.”

The tall statuesque woman took two steps, turned and faced him, her hands on her hips, an angry look on her face. “This is a saying from your own time, and I want you to repeat it after me: ‘Not my circus, not my monkey.’ Can you do that?” Gareth growled. “It means that you were busy doing what you had to do.” Athena went on, relentlessly. “Chiu did what she had to do, and made a mistake; taking only one marine with her instead of all four that you had assigned. That mistake cost her her life. It happens. What could you have done from hundreds of light years away?”

Gareth’s eyes were blazing. “I could have saved her if you’d told me.”

“You know I couldn’t do that.” There was real pain in Athena’s voice. “I cared for Chiu too, and her death cuts me to the core.”

Gareth almost said something snide, but stopped. “How can I live with myself after this? I became an animal, Athena. I… did things that will forever haunt my nightmares.”

“Remembering what you were and what you did, both the bad and the good, will probably make you a better man, in the end.” She said gently.

He sat, staring at the dried blood on the dock. “What of the evacuation?”

Athena let a very small smile creep across her face. “That is going, more or less, as you planned. The last refugees abandoned Shsa-Tirion ten days ago and Thomas, according to your plan, shut down the gateway and the city power systems, and transferred to what will be the new University of Puborg, as soon as it is completed. Both of the transports are out, delivering the last of the alien races trapped on Eldenworld back to their homeworlds. After their overwhelming defeat here, the remnants of the raiders and the vampires are passing through the Brivrelsea gateway unopposed. There are a few thousand more refugees of many different races left to pass through The Yeugate gateway, and then the job will be complete. In total, you will have processed nearly three quarters of a million residents of Eldenworld to safety. Of those, nearly a third went to Trilan.”

Gareth stood, stretched and winced. He pulled up his ragged uniform top to stare wide-eyed at the barbed shaft that stood out of his side. It had, obviously, hit nothing major. When he went to pull it out, however, the pain shot through his side and dropped him off the keg and to his knees. Athena bent down and placed her hand on the wound.

“The arrowhead is lodged in a rib, and the barbed edge is tearing away at your insides. We need to get it out NOW.” She said firmly.

“Fine.” He found that getting to his feet was harder than he’d imagined, and he leaned on the keg with one hand while the world about him spun. “Ahhh, I could use a little hand, please.”

“All you had to do was ask.” Athena murmured as she reached out and took his arm.

It’s all the fault of the chickadee. Gareth thought to himself again as he opened his eyes. The sweet cool air held the faint scent of pine trees and fresh rain. The small black and white bird was sitting on a twig outside his window, singing as if its heart would break… or it was hungry. A second little bird settled on the branch beside the first, so close their wings were touching. A ripple seemed to pass through both birds, and they flew off in a rush of wings. There are many different types of hunger. He thought to himself, as the door to his room opened.

“Hi Daddy.” Mairi offered in small voice. She was looking at the floor, and her face was the color of a beet.

“Hi Daughter.” Gareth returned with a slow smile. “I am very glad to see you.”

Her jump almost knocked him out of bed as she wrapped her arms about him. “I’m so sorry I said what I did. Oh God… it was all my fault that you went off like you did. If I hadn’t said I hated you then…”

“Stop right there, young lady, and repeat after me; ‘Not my circus, not my monkey.’ You are not in any way responsible for my actions.” His grin was crooked. “This monkey gets into enough trouble all by himself without any outside help.”

She gave him a tentative smile and loosened her grip on him slightly. “What did you do? Athena has been keeping me bottled up here and not telling me a thing.”

Gareth sighed. “I did what I said I was going to do, Mairi. I killed them all; all the raiders and all the vampires that were in Puasheehchester. The ships I didn’t sink fled back to Brivrelsea, where Athena tells me the raiders are processing through the gateway as fast as they can. They seem to be afraid I’ll catch them on this side.”

Mairi’s eyes were wide. “But… there were thousands of raiders.” She submitted with a little awe, or maybe fear in her voice.

“You’re right.” Gareth replied flatly. “And I have to live with what I did.” He took a deep breath. “Did you attend Chiu’s burial?”

“I did.” Her voice was barely a whisper. “They had the service two weeks after the shuttle arrived back at The Yeugate. Some people thought you were dead, but the reports kept filtering in of the ‘Night Ghost’, and the deaths of the raiders continued. I was about to go looking for you when Athena brought me here and, in effect, sat on me.” They both looked down on Gareth’s thin arm at the same instant. “You haven’t been eating again.” She grumbled, frowning. “What have you been surviving on?”

Gareth gave his daughter a level look. “We both don’t want the answer to THAT question.” He saw her shudder. “I suppose that we should eat, and go visit Shaw and Kiang to pay our respects.”

The edge of Mairi’s lips twitched. “I think that you may find things have changed somewhat, Father.”

He frowned. “How so? Aren’t we welcome there anymore, although I wouldn’t blame them one bit if they shut the door in my face.”

“You’ll see.” Was all Mairi would say.

They were wearing the same clothes they had on the previous visit; serviceable leather boots, heavy trousers, flannel shirts and a moderate jacket. As had happened the first time, not many people noticed the LL Bean logo on the jackets. Gareth rapped the brass knocker again, the same as the last time, and the heavy door creaked open.

Gareth smiled. “Hello I’alen. It’s good to see you again.”

The tall Chief Steward and right-hand man for the Sai-Bo family went white, and stumbled back as if he’d been hit. “Prince Gareth and Princess Mairi.” He finally managed to gasp out. “We thought that you were dead.”

Gareth was glaring at his daughter, who had both of her hands clamped over her mouth in a vain attempt to stifle her laughter. “Prince???” Gareth’s voice was deadly, but Mairi folded in laughter, tears running down her cheeks.

“Shaw and Kiang are the King and Queen of Puborg.” Mairi finally managed to gasp out. “Since Chiu was their daughter that would make her the Royal Princess. When she died, as is the custom of the land, the title devolved to you… and me.” She added sourly.

“Scheiße!” Gareth growled. “You have got to be kidding me.”

Mairi looked apologetic. “Sorry, Daddy. If I’d told you right off you wouldn’t have come.”

“Damned Skippy I wouldn’t have come.” Gareth rumbled.

“I’alen!” A woman’s voice called from the top of the stairs. Gareth recognized it immediately as Shaw’s. “Who is that at the door?”

The Steward drew himself up to his full height, a head taller than Gareth, and gave Gareth and his daughter a devious smile. “I’m sorry madam; it is just a couple of peddlers. I will send them home.”

“Thank you I’alen.” The voice called down.

Gareth could see the Steward waiting. Then, with a widening smile he called out. “I’m sorry madam, but the peddler and his daughter say that they have no intention of returning to old Earth, or anywhere else for that matter.”

“Earth???” The voice upstairs gasped. Shaw bolted down the stairs so fast that Gareth was afraid she would trip in her shoes, until he noticed that she’d kicked them off and was running barefoot.

“Hello Mother, I…” He was slammed against the wall as Shaw proceeded to kiss him very very thoroughly. When she released him, he just managed to stay standing on trembling legs while Shaw proceeded to greet Mairi in exactly the same manner. When she was finally released Mairi did slide to the floor, a look of shock on her flushed face.

“Oh my,” was all she managed to get out.

Shaw took Gareth’s hand. “We all thought you were dead…” she glanced to Mairi, “you both were dead.”

“The rumors of our deaths were greatly exaggerated.” Gareth chuckled.

“The raiders?” Shaw’s eyes were intent.

“Perhaps a half dozen boatloads escaped back to the Brivrelsea gateway with a few hundred raiders. The rest are dead.” The tone in his voice effectively ended conversation about the subject. He shook his head to clear the disturbing thoughts, and hugged Shaw warmly. “I’m so sorry about Chiu. I’m sorry that I wasn’t here to keep her safe and…” There was a rumble of thunder that shook the house, although outside the weather was clear.

“We spoke about that once, my Gareth.” Athena’s voice said clearly from the ceiling. “I will not have you taking the blame for something that was clearly beyond your ability to change. Have I made myself clear?”

Gareth couldn’t help but laugh. “I understand, Athena. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” The voice purred, and was gone.

Shaw gave him a curious look. “She does keep a close eye on you.”

“You have no idea.” Gareth chuckled.

“And I’m sorry for you, Gareth.” Shaw continued. “You lost Lyndra and now Chiu. I have been with Kiang for so long I can’t imagine life without a partner.”

“You think I’m alone?” Gareth raised an eyebrow. “I’ve had a partner sitting on my shoulder every minute I’ve been on Eldenworld and beyond. She sees what I see and hears what I hear. At first it was a little disconcerting, but she is exquisitely courteous.” He gave Shaw a crooked smile. “I do miss the physical closeness though, and the smell. Chiu and Lyndra both had a distinctive… fragrance.”

“You’re not telling me anything that is a great surprise, Gareth.” Shaw murmured. “Each of my family have a unique scent, as do you and Mairi. I could tell you apart in a dark room by scent alone.” Her look turned quizzical. “What will you do now, Prince Gareth and Princess Mairi?”

Gareth looked at his daughter, who was just getting back to her feet. “I need to speak with Ell at The Yeugate. If the evacuation is finished, I need to wrap things up on Terra. I understand that Thomas is settling in at the new University here.” Shaw nodded. “Good. Iona and Shyrrik should already be aboard the starships. It might be a little lonely for them right now, but…”

“What do you mean, lonely?” Shaw snapped in a surprised voice. “Didn’t you know that your crew volunteered to the man to remain aboard the USS Maine?” Something seemed to be catching in Gareth’s throat, and all he could do was to shake his head. “There were enough volunteers waiting in the Yeugate to man several starships in fact.” Shaw smiled. “Young Ensign Mei Yong is acting XO while Kiang and I are away.” Her eyes were sparkling. “What are your orders, Captain?” Gareth found that he couldn’t speak, and stood there helplessly, his brain and his heart in confusion. Shaw put her arm about his shoulder. “At the very least you will stay for dinner tonight, before we leave.”

“You’re coming with me?” He stuttered.

“Us.” Mairi injected, with an acid little smile.

Gareth rolled his eyes. “Us?”

Shaw smiled. “Of course, we’re going. Prince Shen, and Princess Qingzhao will find administering Puborg relatively easy compared to Oseothan.” She let out a low laugh. “Roving marine patrols on the Decade Worlds was one of your better ideas, and even when they’re not physically present, thanks to the gateway, they are never more than a few minutes away. Local constables handle the small problems, which are thankfully few.” She looped her arm through his. “Again, thanks to you, funding for the police force is no problem. The dwarves actually thought a fifteen percent tithe quite reasonable, considering the world they just inherited. Come with me,” She murmured, a wicked glint in her eyes, “and we’ll see if we can surprise Kiang.”

~~~

Just as it had on the day he first set foot on Puborg, golden morning sunlight streamed through tall trees while thick green vines festooned with thousands of trumpet shaped blue flowers hung from the gateway and lower branches of the trees. The very air seemed golden and pleasant, and the sunlight was warm on his cheek. He took a deep breath of the sweet, jasmine-like scent, and turned to his daughter who was striding along beside him. “It was like this the first day I came here.” She turned, raising a single eyebrow that was so like Chiu it caught at his heart. Gareth chuckled. “No sooner had I opened my EVA suit than Athena informed me that I was infected with what had been, up to that point in time, a universally fatal disease.” He took another deep inhalation of the fragrant, death-filled air. “I feel much better this time.” He gave Mairi a wink. “By the way—happy birthday. I hope that we didn’t embarrass you too much last night, but a young woman only turns eighteen years old once, and it’s a special occasion.”

She reached out and took her father’s hand. “I just wish mother had been there to join in.” She whispered in a wistful voice. “Thank you, Father.” She looked up as they stepped through the gateway together.

The sun seemed redder than normal, as it dipped behind snowcapped western mountains, and the air had a biting chill. In the middle of the long meadow that sat before the gateway Gareth saw a modest herd of deer. “Hello Ell.” He said to the air.

“It is very good to see you up and around, Gareth.”

“How are things going?” He asked, looking around the landscape that, except for the parked shuttle, was devoid of any signs of people. The massive structure of the Yeugate felt… empty. The formerly transparent wall of the Departure Lounge was covered in steel plate. Even the birds seemed strangely silent.

“Very well, Gareth.” Ell’s voice was no more than a soft susurration in the light breeze. “For the most part the people are all gone.”

Gareth was glaring at the deer. “Aren’t the deer afraid of the local wolves?”

Ell’s laugh was a sparkling tinkle of sound. “The wolves are all gone, Gareth, as are most of the other animals. The deer I left there strictly for show, and those are only holograms. The real deer and flocks of birds passed through the gateway an hour ago.”

“That’s nice, but what about the people?”

“Sensors indicate that there are a few dozen left in Oseothan, and perhaps a few thousand left on the entire world. Those are the holdouts. Several raider ships are headed to Puasheehchester as we speak, with the intention of seizing the gateway. To ease your worries, all exterior entrances have been sealed.”

Gareth glanced over his shoulder towards the small control console that stood beside the great arching gateway. “They will probably smash the console.” He said in a flat tone.

“I think not.” Ell volunteered. Soundlessly the outside control console sank into the metal base, and silent steel doors closed over it.

Gareth sighed. “That’s it then.” He said, as the chill wind bit at his face. “I’m condemning the balance of the human race to a slow horrible death.”

A hand touched his shoulder. “They knew about the gateways, Gareth.” Athena purred very close to his ear. “And you gave them every chance, and if the truth be known, you were more tolerant than I would have been. It is time to go.”

Gareth blinked as he remembered something. “What ever became of the Eye of Zuebrihn, and that massive brain?”

Athena’s shoulders seemed to sag. “After you evacuated the goblins, the raiders and the guildsmen stormed Zuebrihn and destroyed the eye. The Eye was the very last of the even semi-sentient artificial intelligences on the planet.”

As the sun dipped behind the western mountains, shadows seemed to stretch toward them like long dark fingers. Gareth shivered. “I suppose it is time to go.” He looked up at the shining gateway. “Execute plan Exodus, Ell.”

A small basketball sized silver sphere rose from where the pedestal had disappeared and hovered for a moment as the metal doors slid closed below it. “All power systems are now shutting down, and the gateway is inoperative. The Yeugate is locked and sealed. In two hundred years, when the radiation has fallen to survivable levels, we can restart the Yeugate, if you would like, and begin reseeding Terra. It should be warmer by then.”

Gareth felt a lump in his throat as Mairi took his arm. “Shaw and Kiang are waiting for us in the shuttle. It’s time to go, Father.”

He took a deep breath and wondered if the air on any other world would smell so sweet. “Power up the shuttle Ell, and take us to the USS Maine.”

“Aye, aye Captain.” Ell murmured, before speeding off toward the small shuttle. Athena touched his arm softly, and vanished.

Sitting in the pilot’s seat, Gareth watched Terra fall away below them with mixed emotions, but it was with growing excitement that he watched the small fleet of ships before them grow larger. Parked serenely in a High Earth Orbit someone, probably Shyrrik he guessed, had decided to move them somewhat closer. Now the ships hung before the shuttle like a school of silver fish, shining in the sun.

“I thought that the ships absorbed all light.” He growled, glaring at the silver swept-back wings of the USS Maine. Seen like this, he had to admit, it was a truly beautiful ship.

“The engineered photochromic qualities of the hulls can be adjusted to either totally absorb radiation, reflect it, or any point in between.” Ell responded mildly. “Shyrrik was remiss in her teaching if she failed to mention that.”

Gareth turned to Mairi with a sour smile. “It is going to be a long trip.” He grumbled. Despite being an advanced eighteen years old, Mairi giggled.

He was somewhat surprised to see another shuttle parked in the frigate’s hangar bay when they slid through the magnetic containment door and into the hangar proper. The rear ramp thudded open and Gareth stopped at the bottom of the ramp to stare at the double rows of crew lining his path. Facing him was a serious faced Ensign Mei Yong. Gareth felt his knees tremble for a moment. He looked at the young woman just as seriously. “Permission to come aboard, Ensign?”

She snapped him a salute. “Permission granted, Captain.”

Gareth returned the salute just as sharply. “Thank you, Ensign.” His booted foot hit the hangar deck to the skirl of a bosun’s whistle, and Gareth couldn’t help but wince.

“The Captain is now aboard.” Mei announced firmly.

Gareth turned and faced the bow, where he knew a flag rested on the ship’s bow, and saluted. He frowned as he glanced down at his worn but serviceable outdoor clothes. You could have warned me. He shot to his daughter mind-to-mind.

At his side Mairi just smiled. Remember the unexpected birthday party? Consider this payback and anyway, it was more fun this way.


EPILOGUE

The walls of the building were five full stories tall, with the windows and doors facing inward to wide tiled verandas that led to sweeping graceful stairways. Gareth sat on a shaded fifth floor loggia looking down into the dappled courtyard of the Caravanserai of the Seven Sisters. Half again as big as the original Inn near Phila in the Realm of the Shattered Plains, which had been sizeable to begin with, this new building had several amazing additions. Two full hectares of solar panels provided lights, heat and the most amazing thing of all… running hot water in every suite. Hummingbirds chased sparrows around boxes filled to overflowing with flowers, all in a riot of color. A fountain stood at the center of the caravanserai’s spacious courtyard, water chuckling melodiously. Gareth sipped his sweet wine, his feet propped up on the railing, and watched his daughter in the courtyard below, sitting shoulder to shoulder with the tall Ahmed Hafeez, the owner’s son and now manager of the Inn. Injured in the gateway battles, his father Munsif had expressed no desire to step back into the business when his injuries had healed. He smiled as he watched his daughter, and thought that at well over nineteen years old, it probably wouldn’t be long before Mairi started a family of her own. His smile widened. Twenty-year-old Ahmed would make a more than adequate son-in-law.

“After two years on Gocaea, Mairi has turned into a wise and beautiful young lady.” Athena murmured at his side as she lay a warm hand on his shoulder. Like him, she was looking down into the courtyard.

“My thoughts exactly.” Gareth smiled. He hadn’t heard her arrive, hadn’t seen or heard from her at all in several months in fact, but he’d felt her arrival all the same.

Athena turned a serious face in his direction. “Gareth, it’s time to go.”

“I knew in my heart that one day it would come to this.” He replied, rising to his feet, his voice bitter.

She raised an eyebrow. “Why so glum? Don’t you want to be my partner? I’ve given you enough hints.”

“Partner?” He stammered, knowing that she could feel his confusion.

“Partner.” She said firmly. “Or perhaps you would prefer to say full time companion, or spouse, or significant other.”

“I thought that you were just going to send me back to Twenty-first Century Earth.” He confessed in a shaking voice.

“And leave you standing on the beach in Mexico, right where I found you?” She responded; her voice as dry as the sands in the Gocaen deserts.

“Something like that, or just get rid of me like a tool that has served its purpose.”

Her hand touched his cheek. “I don’t think so. Saving the residents of Eldenworld was simply a test, a very small task that occupied the barest flicker of time.”

“So, that’s why…?”

“That’s why I made the changes I did to you. If we’re to be partners we must have somewhat similar abilities.” She gave him a thoughtful little smile. “I’ll continue to make changes… as time goes by.”

“But you said to me that you had your eye on Mairi.” He glanced down at his daughter, who was now sitting hand-in-hand with Ahmed.

Athena followed his eye. “I do; however, I think that we should give her a few decades to enjoy her life before we put her to work.” A smile tugged at the corner of Athena’s lips as she watched him catch the word ‘we.’ “Thanks to you we now have ten more worlds to oversee, with the possibility of many more.” She tried to make her visage look stern, but couldn’t restrain the playful gleam in her violet eyes.

With Athena at his side Gareth stepped to the railing and looked down on his daughter. Mairi looked up at the sight of them at the balustrade, grinned and waved a greeting. Gareth raised a hand in what was both a benediction, and a farewell. Mairi’s hand froze, and her smile crumbled. It’s not goodbye, my beloved daughter, he said in her mind, but simply ‘until we meet again.’ Gareth wondered how long it would take Mairi to remember that she had the ability to visit them whenever she wished. Chuckling, he and Athena turned, stepped, and were gone.

END
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