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Chief of Talents M'kar arrived late for the morning briefing session, and entered the captain's ready room snickering, her gaze fixed on her tablet. Her little brown drac, Barroo, leaned so far forward from his perch on her shoulder he was about to fall off, and he was also snickering. Rather, the drac equivalent.

"This had better be good," Captain Genys Arroyan said, looking up from the stack of message disks that had just been delivered by the courier ship, Proximity.

"Incredibly good. You do know about the feud my father has with the Maniterri ambassador?" M'kar's gaze shifted to the disks sitting on Genys' desk. "I don't suppose it'll help your mood at all to know that among all that drek you have to wade through, there's some entertainment?"

"Entertainment at the expense of anyone from Maniterr?" Head Sociologist Maora raised her head from her ever-present knotwork, this time royal blue threads and silver beads. "I'd wade through a lava flow for that." She held out her hand for the tablet.

"What feud?" Security Chief Decker said. His hot pink drac, Spitfire, let out a chortle, and rose up in the air to fly intersecting circles with Barroo and Genys' black Battleaxe. "I'm getting images from the brat ... someone was trying to capture dracs?" He snorted and his perpetual scowl turned into a grin. "With nets? What kind of idiots ... oh, right, you did say Maniterri."

"Background explanation first." Genys pushed aside the disks and held out her hand for the tablet. A sigh escaped her when M'kar clutched the tablet to her chest and sat down in the conversation pit facing her desk. "Basically, when Maniterr first made contact with the Alliance, they made the mistake of thinking Nisandros would be an ally, assuming they were total misogynists."

"That's just the head of the world-destroying comet," M'kar muttered. "Ambassador Vitiarre at that time was just a very junior diplomat. My father and Uncle Asvreel were guides for the diplomatic party. It didn't take long for the Maniterri to start giving advice for 'improving' Nisandrian culture. Clothes, jewelry, layers of makeup, ritual manners, and smothering protocol."

"You've read Ashrock's series about the scouting ship that runs into one ridiculous culture after another?" Genys took back the tale. "That hilarious episode about the people so obsessed with fashion they didn't notice when they set off a nuclear bomb? Entirely based on the Maniterri."

"They don't like being mocked, do they?" Maora said, eyes sparkling with malicious delight.

"That's all our clan did," M'kar continued, "until the diplomats left in a snit. Vitiarre deliberately runs into Po'pa every time he comes to Le'anka for meetings, to make more demands for recompense for bad manners all those years ago. So of course, when the Maniterri tried to claim all authority over Draxonis, Po'pa was in the front row, like a judicial reporter, catching every detail."

"What's Draxonis?" Decker asked.

"Oh. Sorry." M'kar pointed downward at the deck. "That's the new official name for Drac World. Rammed through at hyper-speed just to irritate Vitiarre."

"Lovely," Genys murmured, and glanced at the index printed on the sleeve that protected the disks. She found the one covering the naming of the planet the Defender currently orbited.

They were into their fifth dec supporting and overseeing the survey teams doing a full-spectrum study of the home planet of the dracs: biological, geological, bacteriological, moving from one continent to another. The teams had just finished surveying the main continent where the Defender's landing party had encountered the tribe led by Granny, the conniving silver drac matriarch currently (to Genys' relief) making life miserable for the personnel of Anwesta Medical Station. The first survey drones had been sent across a strait to the small continent to the east, and had run into trouble. For this morning's briefing session, the fate of four dying probes had just been upstaged by the representatives of a fashion-obsessed, lawsuit-waiting-to-happen culture.

If they had a chance to laugh first thing in the morning, maybe that wasn't such a bad thing?

M'kar gestured at her tablet, indicating she was ready to link whatever she had received from her father to the main screen beside Genys' desk. The lower level door of the ready room slid open, allowing Jasper Lore, Chief Engineer, into the room. The malfunctioning probes made his technical and creative genius a necessary part of the briefing.

Genys caught up Jasper on what had been discussed so far. He had several choice comments about his own unpleasant encounters with the Maniterri. Their legalistic culture allowed them to include relatives into any debt owed or any contract made with them. One of his foster-siblings had contracted to work for the ambassador several years ago. Vitiarre had then sent a demand to Fleet and to Jasper, ordering him to report to the ambassador's ship to become chief engineer. Fleet immediately responded that while Jasper and the other children found on the derelict ship forty-some years ago regarded each other as siblings, there were no legal bonds between them. Vitiarre argued that since Maniterr was not yet a member of the Alliance, he didn't have to accept their "inferior" legal reasoning. At the same time, he insisted the Alliance had to enforce Maniterri law. Fleet ignored him, and not for the first time.

"Ready for some fun? Vitiarre wasn't involved, too far below his dignity, but ... well, you'll see." M'kar tapped her tablet screen.

On the desk screen, six Maniterri men crept down a long corridor, from one doorway to another. The coding next to each door indicated they were on board Anwesta Medical Station.

"How did they get permission to come on board?" Decker blurted.

Obviously, no one had taught the Maniterri the concept of dressing for stealth. The loud, clashing colors of their flowing, multi-layered robes, most definitely not uniforms, must have triggered the security system. The sight of the young men, wearing enough jewelry to jingle like a junk cart, carrying and tripping over nets, would have alerted even a half-asleep guard. Someone, Genys decided, must have realized there was comic potential right from the start and didn't do anything to stop the young men.

"This was less than four hours after Vitiarre's nephew publicly humiliated himself. He's had it in for Master Reydon since his application for private studies was denied. No Maniterri have psionic powers," M'kar added with a smirk. "The big no'a'chic'ska has been mocking Thyal as a weakling hypochondriac."

Decker laughed. "Just got an image from Spitfire. Infrenx went after the idiot, didn't she?"

As they talked, they watched the six Maniterri wander the corridors, turning and fleeing five times when they came close to encountering someone in uniform. Genys muffled a chuckle when she saw the same security personnel in three of those near misses. Her general familiarity with the multiple decks of the medical station gave her a good idea of what access tubes those guards had to slide down to get from one section to another ahead of the intruders. Security was playing with them.

"Claws ready to rip his fancy clothes to shreds. Terrified him into wetting himself. Made a public spectacle in his hurry to get away. His loss of decorum earned him a reprimand from quite a few of his uncle's party," M'kar added.

"Oh, I see where this is going," Genys said. "Running into Infrenx let the Maniterri know dracs existed, and they found some way to try to claim authority over Drac—sorry, Draxonis?"

"First Vitiarre wanted Thyal to hand over Infrenx, insisting he was at fault in the incident. He claimed her colors would perfectly compliment his wardrobe for this session of the Congress."

Jasper muttered under his breath. His words were garbled from his increasingly wide grin as the Maniterri on the screen fell over themselves again, to avoid the same security personnel. Genys did catch a few words: "deranged wannabe fashion demi-gods," and "send them into a burping Chute without life-support gear."

"Is there more to this?" Maora asked.

"Wait for it." M'kar settled back more comfortably on the couch. Barroo chirped to the other two dracs, and they all settled down on their adopted parents' shoulders.

"Did they at least catch the mental defectives who ferried those nitzicks up to the station and got them through security?" Decker said.

M'kar grinned, baring her teeth. He barked a few chuckles and settled back to watch.

A silver blur appeared in the corner of the image on the screen. Genys sat up, knowing that irritating, troublemaking blur. Granny. Probably the Maniterri had made enough noise the matriarch of the station's dracs had come to investigate.

"And in three," M'kar murmured. "Two. One."

A swirling kaleidoscope of colors and wings and claws popped into the corridor, in front of, behind, and over the heads of the Maniterri. Four of the six immediately dropped to their knees, wrapped the flowing sleeves of their gaudy robes over their heads, and wailed. Most of Anwesta's drac population shrieked and trilled. They swooped down, battering the heads and backs of the intruders. But didn't claw them, Genys realized after only a few seconds. The blue and green and purple sparks in the dracs' eyes meant they were having fun.

The two Maniterri who stayed on their feet pivoted, mouths dropping open, staring at the dracs. Genys could have sworn one of them drooled. The other one attempted to swing a net around and snag a lavender drac. The drac teleported out and the net fell, catching the man kneeling next to him.

After nearly two minutes of blinding swirls of color and the dracs trilling and clearly having a good time, three Maniterri got to their feet and swung their nets at them. Every time a net wrapped around a drac, a split second later the prey popped out and the net fell limp. Then the drac popped back in, above the head of the one holding the net, slapped the fool's head with each wing, and returned to the swirling, teasing mid-air dance.

One Maniterri slammed his net down to the deck and stomped on it. Decker burst out laughing. Another swung his net around and instead of catching a drac, he entangled the man next to him. He yanked hard enough to pull him off his feet, knocking down both men. Maora laughed.

Then a lime green drac swooped in, and instead of slapping the man who had just failed to capture her, she snagged a bracelet right off his wrist. He let out a shriek, leaped to take it back, and tripped over the two men who had fallen down next to him. They yelled and punched at him. He struggled to his feet and kicked one of them. The dracs dove like one body and swarmed the Maniterri so they vanished entirely from sight for twenty-two heartbeats. Genys counted.

Then the dracs popped out of sight, leaving the six men sprawled on the deck, breathless, wide-eyed and visibly stunned. Their clothes were shredded, all their jewelry was gone, and their thick, stylized makeup had run with sweat. M'kar raised her tablet, tapped a control, and the video closed.

"Think we can teach our dracs that trick?" Decker said, giving Genys a wide-eyed look of entirely false innocence.

She grinned and shook her head. Although, come to think of it, she wouldn't be surprised if the teacher dracs, the adults assigned to guide and oversee the young dracs who had adopted the crew, wouldn't do something like that on their own. Just give them enough provocation to swarm and attack. Miniature dragons indeed!

"Knowing how those indiferps think," Jasper said, "they tried to sue for full ownership of Anwesta, in recompense?"

"You'd expect that, wouldn't you?" M'kar hooked her thumb at the stack of disks on Genys' desk. "My father warned me about the dec's worth of argument and data searches and claims and counterclaims. Draxonis was chosen as the name, instead of honoring the Corona crew, to cut off claims in the future. Because we all know how the Maniterri never give up."

"They just manufacture new reasons for claims to reinforce their demands," he said, smile fading. "How do they justify trying to claim Drac World? Okay, Draxonis," he added, giving a slightly irritated look at Barro and Spitfire, who trilled at him.

"Give us the abbreviated version, preferably with some of the Poet Prime's humor?" Genys said.

"All the arguing and days of rapid legislation on Maniterr boils down to this." M'kar put her tablet on the couch and leaned forward, elbows on her knees. "The newest member of the Corona's crew is the granddaughter of a woman who fled Maniterr in her childhood. Her presence, according to the Maniterri, gives them claim to authority over the planet. Everyone else on the ship comes from a planet that belongs to the Alliance, which cancels, in favor of the Alliance, any claim their homeworlds would make."

"But Maniterri women have no legal rights, no ability to inherit," Maora said. "They are the property of their husbands, meaning their birth clans have no claim to them and their descendants. Any offspring of that Maniterri woman belong to her husband's family. They have no claim on that woman's descendants, by their own law."

Barroo crooned sadly. Battleaxe echoed him.

"Okay, what do the brats know?" Decker said.

M'kar pointed at the disks again. "Metric tons of legislation, with a lot of string-pulling and bribery and threats and calling in debts of honor from centuries ago. Females now have just enough citizenship standing to give Maniterri authorities control over anything they accomplish off-planet. The children they produce, profitable inventions, and most notably, scientific discoveries. Plus, they warped it all into a matter of honor, to take legal action against anyone who harms a Maniterri woman."

"So not only are they claiming all authority over Draxonis," Genys said slowly, as the idea settled into her head. "They're also suing the Corona's crew and their families because of what happened to the ship. So they want all the Corona's dracs handed over to them."

"Got it in one. And that's why you're captain."

"But the Alliance doesn't have to enforce Maniterri law, so all their arguing is ... No. Please tell me I'm delusional."

"Even if they become members of the Alliance tomorrow, there's no way Maniterr will be given authority over Draxonis," Maora said, her mouth twisting like she wanted to smile and make it all a joke.

"Considering all the legal and political wrangling they consider a necessary part of any contract, I wouldn't expect to see Maniterr become part of the Alliance for ... ten years," Jasper said. "We've got time."

"Time for what, exactly?" Decker said.

"Survey the planet, for one thing. And for another, figure out how to royally insult and hack off all of Maniterr, so they'll pick up their toys and go home and refuse to join the Alliance." He shrugged and held out his tablet. "By the way, I think I figured out what hinked those probes."

Genys laughed. It was just like Jasper to have looked at the data that came in overnight from the survey teams and chew on the problem over his breakfast. Then, come up with a solution in the time it took to walk from his quarters to her ready room.

"How?" she said. "What is it? There's no technology down there."

"Well, there has to be. My guess is some signal, traveling on a frequency we don't use. If you don't know what to look for—"

"—you don't see it, even though it's jumping up and down in front of you, flashing lights in your eyes," Decker finished for him. The two men exchanged grins.

"Care to tell us what the inside joke is?" Maora drawled.

"It's a training program we're devising for the kids. That Pace boy is a prodigy. Instinctive. He knows how to think outside the parameters and figure out what's missing from the manuals, so to speak." The security chief shook his head. "We're training them to look for what isn't there. That was on your mind when you got this, wasn't it?"

Jasper nodded. "Micro-bursts on extremely low-intensity carrier beams. I sent some test parameters to the probe team. That's why I was late. They reported finding several blips already. We're going to need to catch a pattern before we can triangulate and home in on the frequency. Once we find the frequency and unravel the coding, we can devise a shut-down command for whatever is attacking the probes."

"That simple?" Genys said.

Jasper shrugged, nodded. "Need me for anything else?" He waited for Genys to shake her head, then glanced to M'kar. "Send me a copy of that recording?"

"Already in your personal feed." She got up when he did, and Decker followed them out of the ready room. 

Genys watched them go and repressed a sigh, anticipating all the hours, and hours, of reading and catching up on reports and analyzing the ruckus taking place in the Alliance Congress. All thanks to a spoiled brat diplomat's determination to have whatever he wanted. She looked to Maora, who was already tapping away at her tablet. Probably sending for her underlings who were best suited to studying the mounds of data compressed into the disks sitting on her desk.

"I think we're going to be grateful we're on this side of the Chute, out of reach of the Maniterri for the next few decs," Genys said with a sigh. "Take this to the conference room?"

"We should pray we're stuck here for the next few luns," Maora said. "I have this awful feeling that I might be grateful I don't have a drac just yet."

Genys wished she could make a joke that Maora had just jinxed them, but suddenly she was too tired and felt the first harbingers of a massive paperwork headache.


Captain's Log

Draxonis Survey Mission: Day 45

Chief Engineer Lore has discovered nanites at the core of the probe malfunctions. As theorized, once he located the proper frequency, he sent the shut-down command. The probes can now carry out their functions.

Addendums Drax-31-101, -102, -104, -106, and -111 contain all the scientific analyses and sociological theorizing resulting from the cascade of discoveries once our teams were able to cross the strait and set foot on Continent Drax-02.

This required half a day of negotiations between Chief of Talents Lt. M'kar and the local drac population. It appears several tribes of dracs have the task of keeping all life forms from crossing the strait to the next continent. After condensing the impressions received, the continent is now called Forbidden Island. Special commendation to Lt. M'kar for the physical strain from being overwhelmed by forty-some-odd infuriated, panicking dracs.

Base theory: there was once an advanced civilization on Draxonis. Whether they were limited to Forbidden Island, or they retreated there as their civilization decayed, we have yet to determine. The nanites appear to have just one function: to kill all technology. Destroy programming, then take apart any synthesized or processed materials. This explains why preliminary scans of the planet's surface revealed no signs of civilization. No manufactured compounds. No machines of any kind. No signs Humans ever lived here, other than caches of ceramic plates, unofficially labeled libraries by the sociologists.

We are fortunate, protected by Enlo, that it appears no nanites migrated off of Forbidden Island. Otherwise the Corona might have been infected and brought the nanites back to the Alliance on their first trip, and spread who knows where or how long, until someone came up with a solution.

Lt. Cmdr. Sociologist Maora theorizes the civilization knew what was happening to them, and they recorded what they could in a material not targeted by the nanites. Whether this was in the hope they could rebuild their civilization someday, or as a warning for their descendants, we can only theorize.



~~~~~
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FAR TOO MANY IMAGES to process had spilled from the sentinel dracs into M'kar's brain. She was grateful to team with Celeste Coltray, because sharing the overwhelming load of impressions with the talented artist helped relieve the pressure and aided in finding some sense in what the dracs tried to communicate.

"So far it backs up the foundation theory. A civilization disintegrated here." M'kar studied the holographic projection of Forbidden Island, covering the conference table, and narrowed her eyes as she looked from one blinking yellow light to another, marking the caches of plates discovered so far. The entire command crew sat around the table to hear her report, and more than half the sociologists, historians, and psychologists in the crew. "The dracs didn't like them. We're lucky we met Granny's tribe first. They convinced the coastal dracs we're trustworthy."

"Good for us," Genys murmured. "Any explanation why they didn't like the people of Forbidden Island?"

"Bad people. I get that impression repeatedly. They hurt the dracs." She reached up and stroked Barroo, who hunkered down on her shoulder and crooned softly, sharing her unease over that knowledge. "They made machines, ships, and ... I get the impression of someone taking dracs apart, down to the cellular level. How could dracs understand genetic engineering? But that’s the impression I’m getting.”

“To hurt the big ones,” Treinna whispered. A soft crooning answered her words, and M’kar turned enough to see the ship’s linguist. Moonrise was cuddled in her arms, her head rubbing Treinna’s breastbone. “They wanted to use the dracs to hurt ... an image in my head of ... bigger dracs?”

“This?” Celeste turned her sketchpad around, to show a rough outline of a classical rendering of a dragon. The drac perched on the dragon’s foreleg indicated the difference in scale between the two.

“We are in so much trouble,” Genys said.

“No, the people who were trying to use the dracs to destroy the dragons got themselves into trouble,” Brea said. Her lemon-yellow drac, Boomer, perched on her shoulder and rubbed her cheek with his head.

Celeste's thick stack of sketches were simplistic, but clear enough in what they represented. She copied the images to the tablets of everyone in the room. M'kar watched their reactions, widening eyes, suddenly straightened shoulders, grunts or heads shaking. One image certainly looked like an artist’s sketch of a Chute, opening into another galaxy, showing one planet.

Taking the drac impressions and Celeste's sketches into consideration, those gathered around the conference table came up with a preliminary hypothesis to include in their next report. At some time, people living on Draxonis were at war with a planet on the other end of the Chute. They seemed to be trying to genetically engineer the dracs to fight the dragon-like creatures on the other planet. Someone created the nanites, which then destroyed their civilization. 

One large hiccup in the theory: there was no planet, for several days in any direction, on the other end of the Chute leading to Draxonis. So who were the Draxonans fighting?

~~~~~
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"CAPTAIN TO THE BRIDGE." Gate Team Head Taggert broke into Genys' morning workout in the simulator. “Ma'am, I'd like to report a spatial anomaly.” 

She barely refrained from asking, "How can there be another spatial anomaly with a Chute so close?" What she understood of Gates and Chutes, it was impossible for any other anomalies to form close enough to the Draxonis Chute for the Defender's sensors to catch it. Simply put, Chutes sucked up all the energies for several light years around and in a sense yanked all the tangled energy lines straight, preventing other anomalies.

"What kind? Where?" she said, after pausing a few seconds to consider different questions that wouldn't imply Taggert had just suffered a lapse of some kind. She mentally shrugged and chose to head for the bridge in her workout clothes. 

"Haven't exactly located it yet. I'm just getting readings."

"On my way."

The bridge was quiet, everyone focused on their stations, when Genys hurried through the lift doors ten minutes later.

"Update?" she said, crossing over to Taggert's station.

“Can’t exactly pinpoint it.” Taggert’s nose gave the characteristic rabbit-like twitch that indicated excitement, not fear. One good point Genys was glad to note. “Readings put it almost equally distant from Draxonis, on the other side of the planet, nearly on a straight line ...” He shook his shaved, ebony head three times before looking up from his station. “It’s something out of legend.”

“Legend.” Genys fought a dropping-twisting-nauseated sensation. She always associated the word “legend” with Captain Shryne of the Inquest. Granted, the woman was a hero to a large portion of the Fleet and the Alliance, but "legend" now also implied darker, dangerous tendencies that quite frankly verged on insane and suicidal, thanks to Captain Shryne and her adventures.

“Does somebody up there want to tell me why we’re getting a nascent Gate alert down here?” Jasper called from Engineering.

Genys shook her head, never breaking eye contact with Taggert. She swallowed hard and sorted through several dozen responses. Just the fact Jasper was calling up to her was startling. Jasper never called her with a question or problem. He dealt with it, and she never knew there was a problem until after the fact. After he lectured whoever of his engineering geniuses hadn’t been genius enough to deal with it before he had to deal with it.

“What exactly is a nascent Gate alert?” she said, after discarding several responses that would have impugned Jasper's experience and intelligence. 

Taggert slowly raised his hand. “It’s experimental. Something we cobbled together after a really long Brain Blast tournament,” he said with a shrug. “We’re getting some spatial anomaly readings up here, Jasper. I've been doing a search backward, and it appears to have started maybe four days ago, but the changes haven't been strong enough to register or trigger any warnings until now. The flux shifted, progressing a dozen degrees in an hour, when it was taking two days for each degree until now. Something is developing out in space, with Draxonis between it and the Chute.”

“How come the teams down on the planet haven’t noticed it or alerted us to it?” Genys said.
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Chapter Two
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“That’s easy,” Jasper said, after only a few seconds of silence. 

Meanwhile, Taggert consulted his station and Genys listened for any emergencies or problems coming from the rest of the ship. She silently thanked Enlo for the efficiency of her crew, so they didn’t need her to deal with trouble right now.

“They’re looking down, focusing on the planet. They’re not watching over their heads, and they aren’t expecting anything. Kind of stupid, if you think about it,” he added, his voice softening.

Taggert grinned and one eyebrow cocked upward so high it would have vanished into his hair, if he had any.

“And we noticed it because?” she prompted.

“We’re constantly looking,” Taggert said.

“Why a nascent Gate?” she had to know. “Nobody knows what a nascent Gate would look or sound like or the energies it would give off. We don’t know what an actual, functioning Gate sounds or looks or feels or tastes like.” She had to fight to keep her voice down at the end of that statement.

“Stories,” Jasper said with a chuckle. “We set up our criteria based on all the legends of Gates and all the theorizing over the years. Even if it isn’t a Gate, and even if the Gatekeepers aren’t about to burst out and tell us it’s about time we showed up ... something is happening out there.”

“Oh, joy...” Genys whispered.

~~~~~
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THE VARIOUS SURVEY teams gave the equivalent of a shrug when Genys reported what the Defender had sensed and theorized out in space on the other side of the planet. They focused on two things. Finding more caches of plates. Or finding the now-dead nanites, to unravel the alien technology to determine if the destruction of their civilization had been an idiotic accident, a result of hubris, or inflicted on them by the planet Draxonis had been fighting. If the images and impressions from the dracs were interpreted correctly.

A new cache of plates found just that morning was generating excitement with Maora's team. The drawings of plants and animals and theoretical genetic code had been replaced by what might be a written language, along with diagrams of machines. Hopefully that would include the nanites. More proof of Maora's theory, that the Draxonans knew their impending doom, and the ceramic plates were their effort to preserve their knowledge.

Among the plates were more theorized genetic code and intricate, finely detailed renderings of creatures that the life sciences team could only, with caution, label dragons. 

“Five species,” Boran, chief xenobiologist reported two days later. With a tap on his tablet, the file of his report appeared on the tablets of all the officers and section heads in the conference room. “We’ve studied them every way we know how and compared with the sketches Celeste and M’kar got from the dracs’ memories. Because of the size differential, we can't determine if they are precursors of dracs, if dracs came from them, or they are two different species. Dracs share characteristics with all five species but are not direct copies of any one of them.”

Asking the coastal dracs proved fruitless. They refused to have anything to do with anyone who went to Forbidden Island. They caught on that the pictures M’kar asked them about came from Forbidden Island, and refused to look. Barroo and the other dracs on the Defender spent a large portion of their time on the planet either giving their Humans sorrowful looks, or driving away the dracs who shrieked and scolded. The uninvited visitors from Draxonis had stopped popping onto the ship. The prohibition against Forbidden Island and what it contained was that strong.

When the teacher dracs on the Defender and the remnants of Granny's tribe on Draxonis were asked about Forbidden Island and the existence of the "big ones," they knew nothing. M'kar and Brea estimated they were all young adults and adolescents. Anyone who might have knowledge gathered from other drac tribes had gone with Granny when they stowed away aboard the Defender, and were now tending cocoons on Anwesta Medical Station. M'kar and Genys did not look forward to interrogating Granny about what she might know of Forbidden Island and the "big ones." On a positive note, they had been overseeing the study of Draxonis for nearly six decs now and might never leave.

Taggert’s team was happily employed studying the growing spatial phenomenon on the far side of Draxonis. Most of their work involved taking measurements and researching records and the oldest fables about travel around the universe after the Gatekeepers scattered the Human race. They theorized and argued to the point that friendships were threatened. Genys feared her entire Gate team and astrogation department had never been happier being so frustrated.

A breakthrough came at the end of dec six of the mission, with the discovery of a cache of ceramic plates containing possible star charts. Unfortunately, several shelves had broken from weight and age. Several caches found so far had lost as much as two-thirds of their stored ceramic plates. There was some duplication from one cache to the next, but not enough to soothe the scientists trying to piece together understanding of this lost culture. In the case of the star chart cache, water had penetrated the underground chambers and caused wood rot. A gap the width of twenty ceramic plates hung open like a missing tooth, over a pile of shards, covered with debris from the eroded ceiling and fragments of shelving. Five plates on the shelf below it were broken, from the ones above falling on them. One team devoted itself to trying to reassemble the broken plates while the others got to work interpreting.

When the plates were laid out in the order they had been filed on the shelves, they told a story of an encroaching phenomenon in space. The broken plates covered what Taggert theorized could be anywhere from three luns to five years in the approach of the phenomenon.

“It’s a time-lock Chute,” he said, his voice thick and tight with restrained emotions, as he made his report in the conference room. He touched his tablet and the entire tabletop became one screen, showing the plates lined up, with colored highlights changing to mark each item he discussed. “We thought it was only theory, fable.” 

He gestured at the rounded engraving filling the center of the image. It was eerily close to images M’kar and Celeste had picked up from the dracs before they stopped communicating. 

The image seemed to pulsate as Genys stared at it. Rounded, with wavy lines, probably meant to indicate energy enclosing the edges. In the center of the opening in space, one planet, with stars reaching into the distance. Someone had put a glaze of colors on this plate, differentiating between the star system seen through the theorized representation of a Chute and the stars and space supposedly seen in the night sky of Draxonis.

“These plates seem to indicate the passage of time, theoretically how long the time-lock Chute stays open,” Taggert continued. Highlights moved from one plate to another. “Note the position of the smallest of Draxonis’ four moons. It’s far enough away it could almost be considered an asteroid, and its perceived orbit of the other three moons is a clear, calculable measure of time passing.” 

In the progression of images, the smallest moon, little more than a dot, appeared on top of the other three moons, then traveled to the left around the circle, to end up underneath them, and continue its travel back up to the top of the formation. 

“We calculate it takes two years for this particular formation to go through one complete shift and return to the original formation. Maybe it also indicates that the time-lock Chute won’t open until the smallest moon is at the top of the formation.”

“How long does this theoretical Chute stay open?” Genys asked, gesturing at the array of changing moon formations. Even before Taggert said he couldn't estimate, she knew that. There were too many open gaps in the images, where the broken plates should have been.

He went on to explain what a time-lock Chute was, saving Genys having to ask. She was familiar with the term, but only as a side note in two classes during her time at the Fleet Academy. Something that was mostly theory and fable wasn’t generally given much serious thought by those in the command track.

Time-lock Chutes were a variant of burping Chutes, relying on an alignment of spatial phenomena on both ends of the Chute before they would open. How long they stayed open depended on the conditions and energy fluctuations on either end.

“So any indication of how long it takes for this Chute to open? I assume the spatial changes you’ve detected mean it is preparing to open?” Executive Officer Veylen said.

“We assume the broken plates contain that information. We’ll need a far longer period of observation to correctly calculate the buildup of energies in the spatial phenomenon we’re monitoring, to have any idea when it will open.”

“Since Draxonis is pretty much our discovery ... does that mean we get to wait for the Chute to open, and head through?”

The speaker cringed as groans, expressions of dismay, and some wry amusement escaped a handful of senior officers around the table. Genys felt sorry for the young man. How could he know he had just invoked the misfit luck of the Defender by asking such a pointed question? He was new, a very junior member of Taggert’s team, and the kind of brilliant that meant he was awkward in so many other levels of ship society.

“Show some mercy, please,” Genys said, looking around the table. “We all have experience with how Fleet operates. Besides, common sense says there are more qualified teams who get the honor of sitting and waiting for the door to open. E&D ships don't sit still. That’s the nature of our duty. We go where we’re sent. With minimal argument on our part.”

She nodded to Taggert, and he nodded back, with a tip of his head toward the crewman. He would explain in private how just speaking the longing of everyone at the table, to stay and explore, meant the Defender would not get the assignment.

She was right. Less than a dec after sending a messenger probe back through the Chute with Taggert's report and theory, she received a message that the science vessel Dandridge would be taking over the Defender’s duties supporting the planetary survey teams. The patience and discipline of Taggert and his team was sorely tested by the time the Dandridge showed up to change places with the Defender and wait for the Chute to open. The spatial phenomenon had grown by nearly fifteen percent, in size and energy emissions. There were no precedents, no hard data to use as a basis for calculations, but Taggert theorized the Chute would open in less than a Standard year. And the Defender wouldn’t be there to share in the adventure.

The Defender left Draxonis after eight decs on duty, and headed back through the Chute. Genys had her in-depth report ready to send off to Fleet and the Academy as soon as they emerged from the Chute. The influx of newsfeeds that hadn’t been sent through the Chute in all that time distracted her, so she barely registered an addendum report from the botany department. A vine discovered on Forbidden Island appeared to be a variant of the vine the dracs chewed to allow them to breathe fire or spit firebombs. Preliminary investigation determined the vine lacked several compounds that young dracs found repellant. Genys wrote a memo requesting the botany department keep that vine out of reach of the ship's dracs, but never sent it. What was the use, when dracs could teleport anywhere they wanted to go? Instead, she sent a memo to Jasper, asking if he had made any progress on creating a theoretical drac-proof fence, to keep dracs out of sensitive areas of the ship, or at need, keep them restrained in one place. She had the awful feeling that might be a necessary piece of equipment someday.

~~~~~
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M'KAR HAD THE CHOICE of waiting until Thyal contacted her, once the ship came through the Chute and their psionic link resumed, or contacting him to discuss the discoveries on Draxonis. She needed to question Granny and the older dracs on Anwesta about Forbidden Island, and any shared memories about the people who had once lived there. The chance of eliciting a furious firestorm from Granny was good enough reason to present the questions and images to Thyal and have him act as go-between. Get the initial uproar out of the way before the Defender reached Anwesta.

Sometimes, she was grateful for this link between their minds that seemed to defy all distances, even jump gates. Everything but Chutes. Let Thyal deal with Granny. He was certainly better equipped to handle stubborn, domineering creatures of all races, as a Le'ankan Master with all the attendant discipline training. And a healthy dose of serenity. That had certainly helped him endure his two-years-and-counting of recovering the use of his own body.

As soon as her duties for post-Chute transition status checks finished, M'kar made her way up to the observation dome for some enforced quiet and solitude, and exhaled a long, cleansing breath in the chilly, dark silence. On her shoulder, Barroo let out a soft trilling coo and nuzzled her cheek.

“Are you mad at me for asking these questions?” She found the empty equipment pedestal and settled down on the floor with her back against it.

Barroo crawled down the front of her jacket and settled on her lap, then looked up at her, big eyes blinking and glowing yellow and green. Curiosity and a little confusion. He tipped his head to the right, then to the left, let out a deep sigh, and curled up, those big eyes focused on her.

M’kar braced herself and called up some of the images she had gathered from the coastal dracs in their fury, and the images Celeste had drawn.

Barroo shuddered and rose up to clutch at the front of her jacket with all four paws. His eyes shifted to mostly yellow, with streaks of red. Fear. M’kar couldn’t repress a partial smile. At least her brown baby wasn’t angry with her. If anything ... she thought he was afraid for her. She cuddled Barroo to comfort him. 

“Face it, Junior, your mommy is a coward.”

Barroo let out an indignant snort and reared back, bracing his forepaws high on her chest, so he could look her in the eyes. M’kar tried to meet his unblinking gaze, but as usual, he always won the stare-off. Laughing quietly, she scratched down his back to the base of his tail, then from under his chin to the center of his chest. Purring, he settled down, eyes half-lidded, and gave her that sleepy, adoring look that melted her heart. She silently thanked Enlo that Barroo couldn’t speak, because then she might never be able to say no to anything he wanted to have or do. 

Thyal ... we have a problem. Pull out all your diplomatic skills and experience handling difficult students and their triply difficult parents.

Give me a moment. His chuckle came through their link, crossing multiple star systems and jump gates without a heartbeat of delay. You’re leaking a little bit –

I do not leak! Immediately, tension eased out of her shoulders. Leave it to Thyal to know exactly what to say.

Then how do you explain all the blurry images I’m getting before you even start talking?

She had a flash of an image of him sending his hoverchair out into the sprawl of formal gardens behind his parents’ home on Le'anka.
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