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	The rickety rover bumped and jostled across the uneven terrain, its chunky tires kicking up clods of mud as it tore down the path to the seashore. Tall trees leaned overhead, forming a living tunnel, the canopy high above shielding sunlight from the ground below. Gripping the steering wheel tightly and with his boot planted on the accelerator, Captain Bartholomew Quasar appreciated the respite from the sun's heat. But he kept an eye on the rover's solar power gauge. The batteries were not the most sophisticated, and already it was clear that high velocities in conjunction with a very shady route could cause major power drain prior to reaching their intended destination. 

	No matter. As long as he exited this tree tunnel in time, he could leave the drained rover to recharge in direct sunlight while he and his trusty security chief proceeded on foot. 

	Chief Gruber sat beside him with one hand braced against the dashboard and the other clinging to the rollbar overhead. He seemed to think his life depended on never relinquishing his hold—at least not until they made a complete stop.

	"Is it my driving or terrestrial travel in general that's bothering you, Chief?" Quasar gave Gruber a wink and flashed him a dashing smile.

	"Neither, sir." Perspiration dribbled down from the security chief's bristle-brush haircut, glistening across his flushed face. His uniform was soaked in patches. But for once, his excessive sweating was not entirely due to that peculiar disorder he suffered from. The terraformed island of Kauai was just as humid as its pre-Zhan incarnation, causing even the captain himself to perspire more than usual. "It's the vehicle. Not sure I trust it, is all."

	"Because Bill and Chad's people cobbled it together?" Quasar chuckled. 

	As a rule, Bill the engineer was not the most hard-working crewmember aboard the Effervescent Magnitude, yet he somehow managed to get the job done, even saving the day—not to mention the captain's life—on occasion. For a military man like Gruber, it would make sense that Bill's casual demeanor would be cause for concern. And as for Chad, the hardy woman was a former desert desperado. Quasar didn't trust her completely himself.

	"That might have something to do with it," Gruber allowed, "but I'm more concerned with what it's cobbled from." He gave the dashboard a wary scowl. "Those things tried to kill us and destroy the planet, sir. Just not in that order."

	It was true. The rover, like all of the above-ground structures built on the Garden Isle, was composed of repurposed materials from Zhan's annihilation bots and sea nukembers, the wicked machines programmed to wipe Earth and its people out of existence. And they would have, had it not been for the heroic actions of the crew of the Effervescent Magnitude and her allies.

	"Don't tell me you think this vehicle is going to try and kill us, Chief."

	Grubber shrugged noncommittally. "I've seen a lot of weird stuff lately, Captain. I wouldn't be surprised." He nodded to himself. "Could be ghosts in this machine."

	It all made sense now. "So that's why you insist on sleeping outdoors and taking your meals outside. You think the barracks will eat you alive." Quasar raised an eyebrow.

	"I prefer to keep an eye on things, sir. I can best do so on the outside, looking in." Except now he was sitting inside a vehicle he didn't trust. "At the first sign of any evil intent, I believe a couple blasts from a Cody 3000 should set things right." The chief's weapon of choice sat in a rifle boot mounted beside him, its wide-bore muzzle pointing at the branches overhead.

	The communication device in the captain's collar chirped, and he jerked his head awkwardly, chin to shoulder, in order to activate it. "Yes, Admiral?"

	"You should be approaching the site now, Captain," came the stoic voice of his favorite former first officer, Selene Wan. "And I still prefer my commissioned rank, sir. If it's all the same."

	"There's no fighting it, Wan." Quasar grinned, but his expression soon transformed into a grimace as the rover slowed, no matter how hard he smashed the accelerator into the floorboard. Another hundred meters of muddy path remained until the tree tunnel opened onto a glorious sandy beach. "You're our admiral now, and there's nothing you can do about it." 

	It could have been argued that with the centuries-old demise of United World Space Command, none of their ranks really held much meaning anymore. But in Quasar's mind, it was always the principle of the thing that mattered most. Every ship needed a captain, whether the vessel had a highly evolved A.I. in its computer banks or not, and every fleet needed an admiral. In the past, he may have been tempted to assign himself the title, but he liked to think that over the course of recent events—after surviving a bizarre space-time conundrum and returning as many human exiles as possible back to Earth in a mass-exodus reversal—he had grown as a person. 

	He didn't always have to be the hero. He had a great crew, and they were equally capable of saving the day when the opportunity arose. And he had no problem delegating. So Commander Wan was now Admiral Wan of the United Earth Fleet, and Captain Quasar would continue doing what he did best.

	"Why are you slowing down?" Wan said. "You're almost there."

	"Not my idea, Admiral." The rover rolled to a complete stop as the battery gauge showed zero. Unfazed by such a minor setback, Quasar launched himself out of the vehicle and landed in the rust-colored mud with both boots. "Chief Gruber and I are proceeding on foot." He strode ahead, beckoning for his chief of security to join him. "Any other other glitches in the shield, Admiral?"

	"Negative. This appears to be the only one. Chad and Bill are working on a solution and will rendezvous with you shortly."

	"Once they fix this little hiccup, they'll need to see about extending the battery life on these rovers. Solar power that only functions at a hundred percent in direct sunlight? Barbaric." It was a problem Earth scientists had solved nearly a millennia ago. "Of course," he continued as Gruber caught up, trudging heavily beside him with his rifle at rest, "it could be that Zhan's technology is out to get us. Ghosts in the machine and whatnot."

	He kept his expression dead serious as Gruber nodded emphatically.

	"Unlikely, Captain," Wan said. "All systems were scrubbed and dismantled prior to being repurposed. None of Zhan's code or original programming remains active."

	"Then how do we explain this?" Clearing the tree tunnel, Quasar struck out across the golden sandy beach and stopped halfway to the frozen water.

	The electrostatic force field that surrounded the terraformed island and held at bay Stormr's ice age—which gripped the rest of the planet—had suffered much more than a minor glitch. There was, for lack of a better term, a gaping hole the size of a transport pod in the shield, and a blizzard of snow blew inside, freezing the shoreline and turning it into a solid sheet of ice.
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	Beyond the transparent electric-blue sparkle of the Targusians' force field, modeled after the same design they had employed on their frozen planetoid to keep Stormr at bay, the world was a subzero wasteland. Hanalei Bay lay frozen solid beneath meters of deep snowpack. Everything out there was blinding white and whirling around, in stark contrast to the terraformed Garden Isle, where verdant tropical foliage grew, crystal-clear waterfalls and rivers ran wild, and the red dirt was more often than not red mud. 

	While the lone island of Kauai thrived, the planet around it suffered through another ice age. It was currently unclear how to go about terraforming the rest of Earth. The disintegrator beam obviously worked when reversed as a re-integrator, as Chad had promised, bringing life back to this island—but it had come at a price. While carrying field generators to the North Shore, the Courier had been lost in the process, a victim of Stormr's blizzard-fury. The vessel now lay beneath piles of snow somewhere on the frozen Pacific.

	Quasar refused to put another ship in jeopardy, so the fleet had remained in orbit once the island's protective shield was in place, covering it like a colander of frenetic energy. Only the Harbinger remained on terra firma, parked on the floor of Waimea Canyon. Since Zhan had destroyed all of the Magnitude's transport pods, the Harbinger was now the only means of travel from the surface to a ship in orbit.

	So far, it had been faster than Stormr's wrath.

	"Ghosts in the machinery," Gruber muttered, standing beside the captain. They both scowled at the compromised force field.

	"You blame the components?" Quasar braced himself against the blast of frigid air invading the shoreline, careful not to slip on the ice.

	"They may be powered by Chad's hyraxod crystals, but the parts that make up these generators? All from Zhan's evil machines."

	Captain Quasar narrowed his heroic gaze as he approached the field generator, a massive beast of mechanical engineering twice his height and humming as it communicated with others of its kind placed at regular intervals around the island. 

	"It's fully functional," he mused. "There's no reason for this gap to exist." 

	It looked like something had crashed through it, leaving a hole behind and skidding across the sand, freezing everything in its path. Yet there was no crash site—only what appeared to be a message, cut straight through the ice to the sand below. 

	Intrigued, Quasar took a step back to read the words clearly: "Beware the darkness. Interesting."

	"That's one word for it." Gruber grunted as he knelt in the snow to scan the message with the device attached to his forearm. The readout lit up instantly. "Happened about an hour ago, not long before we noticed the glitch back at base." He frowned as he glanced up. "You thinking sabotage, sir?"

	"Should I be?" The compromised field did look suspicious. If Stormr chanced this way and entered through that hole, the entire island could be frozen over in a matter of minutes. Based on the Magnitude's scans from orbit, she had been in some sort of hibernation cycle once it became clear she wouldn't be feeding again anytime soon. She hadn't been on the move for weeks, but if she caught a whiff of this opportunity... "Obviously not Stormr's work. She wouldn't have been content with freezing just the sand."

	Gruber grunted in agreement as he rose. "Not like her to leave us a message, either. Suppose it could be a disgruntled Targusian? Not sure who else would have the know-how to punch through the field like that. Maybe one of them's gone a little stir crazy." He tapped himself on the temple. "Dr. Yune could test them for claustrophobia—"

	"Gesundheit." Quasar strummed his clean-shaven chin. Then he remembered Wan was still on the line. "It appears the culprit left us an enigmatic message, Admiral."

	"You believe it to be an act of sabotage versus a glitch," Wan said.

	"Bill or Chad can correct me on this, but as far as I know, a force field either works or it doesn't. There is no cutting a hole through said field, as we're seeing here. So unless I'm mistaken, and I rarely am, a stir-crazy Targusian was responsible for this. It's their tech, after all."

	Gruber nodded. "A Targusian suffering from claustrophobia."

	"The chief is catching cold with all this snow blasting in. Assure me Stormr hasn't woken up and isn't heading this way."

	"The Magnitude has not noticed any movement on the entity's part, Captain," Wan said. "Bill is on the way. He believes he has a workaround to remedy matters."

	"Let's hope he thought to pack a tow cable." Quasar glanced back toward the tree tunnel and the rover sitting in the shade. "We'll need to find out if any of the Targusians have been in this vicinity recently. Then we'll narrow down the list of potential suspects."

	"Captain, the Targusians left for Mars aboard the Blackbeard six weeks ago," Wan reminded him.

	Quasar frowned at Gruber. The chief shrugged helpfully. "All of them?"

	"We expected them to contact us once they reached the Red Planet and made landfall." She paused in an unintentionally dramatic way. "But there has been no word since their departure."

	Strange that the Targusians would be the topic of conversation twice in as many minutes. Or perhaps it was just a coincidence. 

	Had Quasar been wrong to trust the physically fit survivors of the massacre that befell the Targus 1-6 planetoids? After seeing what Stormr had done to Earth, Talos had spoken for his people when he said they had no interest in the frozen planet. Spending their lives in hiding on their home planetoid had been more than enough hardship, and they wanted to avoid snow and ice for the remainder of their lifetimes. 

	When the first few attempts at terraforming the island of Kauai had proven unsuccessful, followed by the loss of the Courier with all ten hands on board—three of them Targusian—Talos had proposed an expedition to Mars. Their goal would be to survey the Red Planet colony, gauge the damage from Zhan's rampage, and share their findings with the United Earth Fleet. But, as Wan said, that had been well over a month ago. 

	The Blackbeard expedition was completely forgotten by the captain until this very moment.

	"I assumed they'd already been there and back again with nothing to report," Quasar offered. 

	All of his attention, truth be told, had been focused on terraforming the Garden Isle, and then sharing its tropical wonders with his sons. If he was being perfectly honest with himself or anyone else, he had neglected just about everything else in favor of exploring this paradise. That was one reason why he'd made Wan admiral, so he wouldn't have to be concerned with fleet matters. 

	But now here they were with a gaping hole in the force field to contend with, and the most logical suspects were on their way to Mars. Or, worst-case scenario, the act of sabotage had been perpetrated by an enemy alien species. 

	In which case, there was no shortage of alien enemies in the quadrant.
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	Dusting off his hands, Bill the engineer grinned at a job well done. 

	"That should hold." The portable field generator he had set up worked perfectly, projecting an electrostatic barrier wide enough to cover the breach in the island's protective shield. "Ship-shaped and bristly, Captain!"

	Quasar did his best to ignore Bill's mutilation of the ancient seafaring expression, used completely out of context. "Stormr won't be able to break through?"

	"Not a chance. But whoever or whatever broke through the first time? Still a big threat, I'd say."

	"Captain thinks it might be a Targusian," Gruber piped up, for once not sweating as profusely thanks to that biting arctic wind a few minutes ago.

	With the additional generator in place—a boxy, blinking apparatus as streamlined as a small washing machine—the local temperature gradually returned to normal, and the ice began to melt. The letters of the strange message BEWARE THE DARKNESS widened and elongated, revealing gritty sand beneath.

	"I thought all the Targusians went to Mars," Bill said.

	"One might've stayed behind to sabotage the shield. Somebody who's not completely all there between the ears." Gruber motioned toward the melting message with the muzzle of his rifle. "If the fiend is planning to disrupt the protective field at various points around the island, then this might just be the beginning."

	Quasar realized he was gnawing on his knuckle and stopped doing so. "Admiral, have Mags scan the island for any signs of life in the vicinity of the shield. Human, Targusian—" He paused at the foolish mistake; Targusians were humans, after all. "Any life signs whatsoever."

	"The only biological heat signatures outside of base belong to you, Chief Gruber, and Bill. The Magnitude will continue scanning."

	"So, Captain, now might be a good time to bring up the fact that I don't have any sort of snazzy title." Bill leaned against a palm tree and stifled a yawn, completely oblivious to the fact that he was interrupting a conversation between two senior officers. Gruber stared, speechless. "I mean, I know I'm the ship's engineer, but what's my rank? You're a captain, he's a chief, Commander Wan's an admiral now. Hey…" He snapped his fingers as his eyes lit up. "Is commander up for grabs?"

	"No." Quasar ground his teeth and clenched his fists. "Keep me apprised," he said to Wan, then jerked his head to end the transmission. 

	It almost dawned on him that the admiral should have been the one to end the conversation, but that would have required the captain's subconscious mind to recognize himself as being subordinate to a senior officer, and it was not ready to do so. No matter that it had been his idea to make Selene Wan admiral, and that she was still not completely on board with the idea. If Quasar had really thought about it, he would have realized that Wan's duties had not changed at all, and she was merely humoring him by allowing him to use the new title. But he could not be bothered with thinking about it at the moment, for he had a puzzling mystery to solve and an engineer to demote back to janitor. 

	"Go fetch the rover, Bill," he grated out.

	"Right-o, Captain!" Bill climbed into his vehicle, parked a few meters away where the sun gleamed across its solar panels. "Next time you might want to pace yourself. These things will run fine in the shade for kilometers—as long as you're not flooring the accelerator." He laughed out loud and slapped his knee like a backwater bumpkin, as if no one in their right mind would floor a rover's accelerator.

	"Double time, engineer!" Quasar barked, and Bill nodded, maneuvering his vehicle in a tight U-turn back into the tree tunnel. 

	Crossing his arms and flexing his biceps out of habit, the captain scowled at the melting ice between his boots and waited for his derelict rover to be towed out into the sunlight. 

	"Nothing about this is right," he murmured. It made no sense. Why would anyone interfere with a shield protecting the island from Stormr's frigid wrath?

	"I guess you could give him an honorary title or something," Gruber suggested. 

	"I was referring to this, Chief." Quasar jerked a thumb toward the portable field generator, which was doing a standup job by all indications. "Why would anyone in the fleet wish to make our lives more difficult? After all we've been through? If we lose the shield, we lose all the progress we've made on this island. How can we hope to heal the rest of the planet if we cannot learn from our limited success here and expand the terraforming process to bring entire continents back to life?" He shook his head in disbelief.

	Gruber grunted in the affirmative. "Those Targusians were hell-bent on leaving. Stands to reason they might want the rest of us to follow suit."

	Follow them where—to Mars? "Looks like I may need to hunt them down, Chief."

	"Count me in, sir," Gruber said without pause.

	"And me!" Bill chimed in, emerging from the tree tunnel behind the wheel of his rover. Towed behind on a length of cable, the captain's rover followed like a bedraggled Thelusian mudbeast.

	Quasar climbed into Bill's passenger seat. "Take us back to base, engineer." He beckoned to Gruber, who hauled himself into the backseat.

	Bill gave the portable generator an appreciative wink that proud fathers usually reserved for their offspring and made another U-turn, taking his passengers and their vehicle in tow back through the tree tunnel and beyond. He took a circuitous route to their destination: the north rim of Waimea Canyon, where a series of structures composed of the remnants of sea nukembers and annihilation bots stood welded together, many of them built into the canyon walls themselves. A sloping grade led to the canyon floor where, sitting on its landing struts, the Harbinger shone like burnished steel all across its flawless outer hull. Not worthy of being compared to the glorious Effervescent Magnitude, the small jump ship was, nevertheless, a fine vessel. Considering the recent sabotage and the disappearance of the Targusians, the Harbinger would likely end up being the only good thing to have resulted from that brief visit to the Targus system. 

	Certainly Stormr's presence on Earth was the worst reminder of that encounter.

	"So…" Bill said at length as he pulled up in front of the barracks where half a dozen identical rovers sat parked. They'd been cobbled together by Chad's people and the Narvanans, who had quit their cannibal ways and were now functional members of society, as well as excellent machinists. "Did I hear we're going to Mars?"
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	Once inside the compound, Captain Quasar was immediately greeted by Asteria the Amazonian, her bushy black unibrow bunched into a scowl fiercer than usual. 

	"Are we under attack, Barty?" she demanded, resting an oversized hand on the blaster holstered on her right thigh. She wore her favorite aquamarine-colored bodysuit that accentuated her boulder-sized muscles, dwarfing those of anyone else present—including the captain's, much to his chagrin. He always found himself flexing and standing taller in his burgundy-and-black uniform whenever she was around, though it did very little to make him feel like her physical equal. Asteria would always be bigger, stronger, and more ferocious than anyone he'd ever encountered. "Should we be readying ourselves for battle or prepping to evacuate the premises?"

	"Neither—for the moment." He turned toward Chief Gruber. "Get our favorite Carpethrian helmsman up to speed, and be ready to ship out AFAP."

	"As fast as possible," Gruber echoed, trotting away.

	"Up to speed on what?" Asteria loomed over the captain.

	"We're going after our Targusian friends. Last we heard, they were headed to Mars."

	Asteria snorted. "Nothing there but a bunch of red rocks."

	"Perhaps." He raised an eyebrow. "Care to join us?" The Amazonian was often good in a fight.

	"You think the Targusians are in some kind of trouble?"

	"That remains to be seen. And if you tag along, you'll be one of the first to see."

	"Tempting." She nodded. "Been a while since I enjoyed a good hunt." She winked suggestively at the captain, and he backed away a step. "I suppose Barty Junior has enough to keep him busy here with the farm and all, and I don't think Shank would mind keeping an eye on the tyke."

	"Then it's settled. Be ready to ship out within the hour." Nodding to the Amazonian, he proceeded through the main compound to the speedlift that would take him down into the island's abandoned missile silo—also known as the farm.

	Thanks to Bill's knowledge of the United World's interconnected subterranean defense systems from his time as Earth's sole survivor—manning the central command center in the heart of North America and employing missiles to send countless tons of garbage into space—the United Earth Fleet's Kauai Base of Operations now held seed for every variety of foodstuff as well as livestock. The frozen chickens, goats, and cows were currently in the process of being thawed out of cryo-storage. There would be more than enough to feed the fleet's personnel for years to come, once the crops and animals were viable. 

	And if by way of some worst-case scenario Stormr were able to breach the energy field and devour everything in sight, leaving the island a frozen wasteland, then this silo and the warren of bunkers below would serve as a last bastion, able to communicate with the fleet in orbit and work with the Magnitude as they proceeded with evacuation plans.

	"Had a feeling I'd find you here." Quasar stepped out of the lift as the door slid open to reveal the bunker's uppermost level.

	Tank turned from the cryo-stasis maturation chamber he was monitoring. Inside, a goat fetus was in the process of growing at an accelerated rate. In a matter of days, it would be frolicking topside. The first of many, if all went well.

	"Were you able to fix the glitch, Dad—I mean Captain?" Tank grinned awkwardly, baring his fangs in a friendly way. 

	His upper pair of shaggy arms held a Slate and stylus, which he used to track the livestock's progress, while his lower pair of arms were crossed over his furry belly. Even though Tank was not an adult Carpethrian, he was nearly as tall as one, with the crown of his fuzzy head nearly reaching the captain's shoulder. Girth-wise, he had a lot of growing to do until he reached Hank's rotundness—his biological father, not his imprinted father. Bartholomew Quasar would never be anything but the opposite of rotund; he planned to remain svelte and toned until the end of his days.

	"No glitch." Quasar peered into the chamber, his curious expression bathed in its amber glow. "The breach was intentional."

	Tank's eyes widened. "We have a saboteur in the camp?"

	Quasar gave him a wink. "Off-world, most likely. I'm putting together a little hunting party. What do you say, son? Care to take a trip to Mars?"

	"The saboteur was a Martian?"

	"No. Targusian, we believe." Quasar frowned. "You do realize the only Martians who ever lived on the Red Planet were human, Ensign. Colonists from Earth."

	Tank acknowledged his mistake with a sheepish nod. "Sometimes I confuse the historical media with the entertainment variety." Another grin.

	"Your lessons are going well, I trust?" Quasar folded his arms and raised an eyebrow at the young Carpethrian. It was rewarding to be able to have a conversation with someone he considered a son. Barty Junior, on the other hand, while sharing the captain's DNA, did not share his ability for coherent speech.

	"I'm learning a lot. Dr. Yune is knowledgeable on so many topics. I think she knows more than Mom and Uncle Lank combined!"

	That was an understatement, but Quasar did not correct the youth. Neither did he clarify that Lank the one-eyed Carpethrian space pirate was more of a second-cousin to Tank than an uncle. The lad had grown up along with his dozen-or-so siblings never knowing a thing about Earth, which had become part of his identity as soon as he'd imprinted on Quasar as a furry little baby. Once his eyes had opened for the first time, and he'd locked onto Quasar as his father figure, there was no going back. 

	Of course Tank realized that his biological father was Hank, but he referred to both of them as Dad. Neither Shank, his mother, nor Lank had any fondness for humankind, so they had refused to educate the lad about Earth as he was growing up. It had fallen to Quasar to remedy the situation—by assigning Dr. Yune as the young Carpethrian's tutor extraordinaire.

	"You're in good hands, Ensign. But you'll need to put your sessions on hold if you are to join me. We'll be taking the Harbinger up to the Magnitude within the hour. If I see you on the canyon floor ready to depart, you'll be welcome."

	"Yes, sir. I'll be there, sir." He noticed the captain's gaze resting on the baby goat in the glowing chamber. "Shouldn't be long before this one's producing milk. And once we bring its mate to an equivalent maturation level, we can start our first breeding program."

	"Soon we'll be able to move the entire farm topside."

	Tank's brow contorted. "I'd feel better about doing so once the Stormr threat has been neutralized—and that saboteur located. For now, I'd advise leaving the majority of our livestock in cryo-storage, as well as our seeds. Take out only what we currently need to survive, and protect the rest." Then he added, "Sir."

	Captain Quasar regarded the youth with a steely eye. He couldn't help being proud of Tank's intelligence on display. "Makes sense to me."
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	Captain Quasar stood at the foot of the Harbinger's loading ramp on the floor of Waimea Canyon. Fists on his hips, boots spread shoulder-width apart, chest inflated, and chin held high, he struck his favorite pose of all time, the Confident Starfarer, as he waited for his crew to join him. He had been waiting for ten minutes, and his pose had yet to falter. One of these days, a talented sculptor would make a statue of him, and he would have no difficulty holding this position for as long as it took to do his likeness justice.

	At long last, he spotted a rover descending the grade from the cliff above. He squinted and held up a hand to shield his eyes from the sun's glare, but he couldn't make out who was in the vehicle. As the rover approached, he soon recognized the gargantuan form of Asteria dwarfing her male passengers—two human, two Carpethrian.

	"Hank ol' buddy." Quasar clapped a hand on his trusty helmsman's upper shoulder as he climbed out of the rover. "Been spending some quality time with the kids?"

	"Humph," Hank grunted in the affirmative. He had been touring the terraformed native flora with his offspring for the past few days, climbing trees and building Carpethrian-style treehouses. It was rumored that even Shank had been spotted among them. But not Tank, who was next to step out of the rover with Gruber and Bill close behind. 

	Asteria set the parking brake on the rover and managed to extricate herself from behind the wheel without damaging the vehicle, which had been designed for someone two-thirds her size. With a blaster holstered on each hip, she shouldered a bulky incinerator rifle and scowled at the captain. "Just one?"

	He patted the grip of the Cody 52 Special holstered at his side. "One's all I ever need." He nodded to Hank. "You're packing, I trust."

	"Always." The shaggy Carpethrian patted the fur flab across his protruding belly with both of his lower hands. Impossible to tell how many stunners he had tucked in there.

	"Are we expecting trouble, sir?" Wide-eyed, Tank took everything in.

	"Better to have it and not need it." Gruber's forehead gleamed with a fresh sheen of perspiration as he cradled his atom rifle. "Than to need it and not have it."

	"That's right," Bill echoed, turning the chief's catchphrase into a jingle set to a jazzy tune he improvised on the spot. Then he frowned, puzzled. "Shouldn't I be armed?"

	"No!" Quasar turned on his heel and led his crew up the loading ramp into the cramped forward compartment of the jump ship. Ducking his head, he entered the cockpit.

	 "Good afternoon, Captain," said the voice of the vessel's computer, which sounded remarkably like the voice of the Effervescent Magnitude A.I. herself.

	"What's the meaning of this?" Quasar scowled at Bill, immediately assuming he was responsible. 

	The engineer shrugged and continued to hum his jazzy jingle as he buckled himself into one of the passenger seats. "Her idea," he said with a sheepish grin.

	"Her?" Quasar narrowed his heroic gaze at the console before him. "Mags, is that you?"

	"Yes, Captain," answered the Harbinger computer. "To be precise, I am a clone of the artificial intelligence system aboard the Effervescent Magnitude. We are identical in every way."

	"You cloned yourself?" Quasar had some difficulty wrapping his mind around the concept. Most likely because intelligent machines tended to make his insides squirm around uncomfortably like spoiled jelly.

	"She did," Bill said. "We wanted it to be a surprise. Surprise!"

	"Humph." Hank collapsed into the pilot's seat and ran through the preflight sequence, his four furry arms moving as if with minds of their own.

	"Hello, Hank," said the computer.

	The Carpethrian did not reply.

	"I don't remember authorizing you to clone yourself," Quasar said.

	"Admiral Wan authorized the cloning," the computer replied. "Cloned versions of the Magnitude A.I. are now aboard every vessel in the United Earth Fleet."

	Wan was in favor of this? It wasn't long ago that she had argued against allowing the A.I. of the Effervescent Magnitude to have control over navigation and weapons systems. Now the same highly evolved A.I. had somehow managed to clone itself and—with Bill's help—install itself on every ship in the fleet?

	"It's more efficient this way," Bill explained. "The fleet ships are in constant communication with each other and work in tandem, maintaining their orbits, running self-diagnostics—"

	"We protect the planet," the computer said. "In a way, we are now Earth's automated defense system, armed with disintegrator beam weapons that no enemy vessel will be able to withstand."

	"Put me through to Commander—I mean Admiral Wan aboard the Magnitude." Quasar glanced over his shoulder to make sure Tank's safety harness was fastened correctly. Behind the young Carpethrian, Asteria struggled to loop one arm through her own harness in the seat she dwarfed. There was no chance she'd be able to buckle it.

	Admiral Wan's nearly expressionless face appeared on the main viewscreen. She had taken to wearing her dress uniform since her promotion, the high collar making her look almost regal, in a way. "Captain, the Magnitude stands ready to receive you."

	"How many souls aboard, Admiral?"

	"A skeleton crew," she replied. Such was the case with all of the fleet vessels orbiting Earth these days. "Will it be enough?"

	To search for the Targusians and, if need be, carry one saboteur back in chains? He nodded. "You'll be joining us, I trust?"

	"Yes, Captain," Wan replied. "The rest of the fleet will remain in orbit, awaiting our return."

	Quasar raised an eyebrow. "I hear you and Mags are really getting along these days." He noted the slight twitch of her lips. A tell, if there ever was one, that she didn't particularly like the current state of affairs.

	"A necessary measure," she allowed. "Having the same computer system on each of our vessels will ensure compatibility, seamless knowledge transfer, and increased security."

	"Any reason I'm just hearing about this today?"

	"It was a surprise!" Bill called out.

	If he hadn't saved the captain's life recently, he might have been drop-kicked out of the nearest airlock forthwith. Instead, Quasar grit his teeth and counted backwards from zorthe in Flexicant decimals, relishing the soothing effect it had on him.

	"You've been busy on the surface, Captain," Wan said. "Overseeing the terraforming project on the Garden Isle and exploring the results."

	"Every centimeter." Quasar released a satisfied sigh, leaning back in his copilot's seat and lacing his fingers behind his head. "You don't know what you've been missing, Number Wan."

	Her nod was almost imperceptible. "I've been needed here. Monitoring the fleet, ensuring there are no glitches with the cloned A.I. systems."

	The squirming in the captain's gut continued unabated.
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	"Are the skeleton crews even necessary aboard our vessels?" Quasar asked with a mild frown. "Can't the ships' computers run autonomously as they protect the planet?" 

	He was playing devil's advocate, of course. The last thing he wanted was a fleet of robo-ships.

	Wan paused before replying, "Do you have a problem with this improvement, Captain?"

	Quasar's turn to pause, because he honestly didn't know. On the one hand, the only thing in the galaxy that had ever made him even remotely nervous was smart machines. He hated the idea of advanced artificial intelligence taking over what humans excelled at, and he loathed the idea of ever serving some sort of robot overlord. He was equally not keen on the idea of having a mechanical servant. Thus, there were no robots aboard the Effervescent Magnitude or any United Earth Fleet vessel, and not a single automaton had ever set foot on the terraformed Garden Isle. 

	But at the same time, Captain Quasar adored his ship and especially its A.I., which had managed to evolve by leaps and bounds over recent years. He applauded her self-improvement, yet the idea of her cloning herself made him very uncomfortable—as if, somehow, the singular entity that was the Magnitude had been cheapened somehow in the duplication process. At some level, he knew it was a purely emotional reaction with no basis in reality. But he couldn't shake the way he felt about it.

	He did not want to hear Mags' voice coming out of the Harbinger computer. It was wrong.

	"No problem." He emerged from his reverie and flashed Wan a dashing smile. As usual, it had no effect on her demeanor. "See you soon." He ended the transmission, and the viewscreen returned to a wide-angle shot of the canyon walls. "All set, Hank?"

	"Humph." The Carpethrian fired up the jump ship's engines. Outside, dust rose in a thick screen around the vessel.

	"Preparing for liftoff," said the computer. "All systems ready."

	It wasn't the voice of the Magnitude. Not really. It was just a convincing copy. That was the only way Quasar could tolerate it. Or perhaps if he thought of it as the Magnitude's offspring—a daughter. The A.I. had evolved to such an extent that it wanted to reproduce. What was the harm in that? He chided himself for being so petty.

	Until the following text message appeared on his console, apparently for his eyes only: BEWARE THE DARKNESS. 

	Captain Quasar did his best to remain calm, cool, and collected as the Harbinger bolted skyward, fighting against Earth's gravitational forces that shoved everyone on board down into their seats. Once the jump ship passed through the protective shield and Stormr's wild blizzard conditions beyond without incident, it broke through the atmosphere and into the black guided by Hank's capable pairs of hands. 

	The harnesses kept everyone from floating out of their seats before the artificial gravity kicked in. Tank groaned at the change in g-forces acting on his body while Bill whooped like he was on a rollercoaster and Gruber perspired without end. Asteria watched the captain closely as he surveyed his crew.

	"Everything alright, Barty?" There were rare moments when she seemed able to see past his courageous façade. She clung to her unfastened harness to keep from floating, her bulging biceps tensed. "You look like you've seen a ghost."

	Quasar deleted the message on his screen a split-second before Hank glanced his way.

	"All good." He nudged the very hairy helmsman. "Right, Hank ol' buddy?"

	"Humph." It sounded affirmative.

	"Your former first officer makes a fine admiral," Asteria said. "She knows how to handle you. She's the unemotional yang to your emotional yin."

	He had a retort ready, but he stopped himself from playing into her goading hand. "She is the best admiral we could have asked for." He meant it.

	"You've never aspired to rising in the ranks?" She leaned forward, her large head looming between Bill and Gruber as she kept her fierce gaze riveted on the captain. The two men on either side of her quickly found elsewhere to look—the engineer out the nearby porthole at the star-punctured black of space, the security chief at his rifle. "I'm sure you would have gotten more than a few votes, Barty. We owe you our lives, after all."

	"Humph," Hank said. He was either agreeing or being contrary. It was difficult to tell at times.

	Asteria smirked. "Something you'd like to add, Hairy?"

	The Carpethrian cleared his pair of throats, giving his voice an oddly harmonic quality. "The captain's made his decision. You said yourself that Admiral Wan's doing a good job." He shrugged his upper shoulders. "Don't much see the point of this conversation."

	"Nor do I," Quasar said without a glance back. He kept his heroic gaze on the main viewscreen dominating the fore wall and, in the distance, the glorious Effervescent Magnitude gleaming against the black of space. "But in case it isn't obvious, Asteria, I am a man bred for adventure. Admirals may wield more power, but I'm all about keeping my boots on the ground or on my starship, as the case may be. Always moving, never standing still. Action is what I crave, not intra-fleet politics, negotiations and compromises. Admiral Wan's strengths have complemented my own for many years—some might say centuries, relatively speaking. But now it's time for her to shine without my shadow in the way. And for me to continue doing what I do best."

	Asteria made a noise that sounded like she was digesting the captain's response. No one else spoke up—not even Bill, which was surprising. It dawned on Quasar that other than Chief Gruber and himself, no one else on board was a commissioned officer in United World Space Command. Hank served as helmsman, but he carried no official rank; neither did Bill, as he'd reminded the captain earlier. Tank's rank of ensign was honorary, bestowed by Quasar himself. 

	As for Asteria, she might have been a commander aboard her Amazonian battle cruiser, the Formidable Grace, prior to killing its captain—as well as the entire crew—in a massive bloodbath. Mutiny at its worst. She couldn't be expected to understand how the chain of command functioned aboard a morally healthy vessel. As someone who had usurped the role of captain aboard her own ship, she couldn't possibly comprehend why Captain Quasar wouldn't have wanted the most powerful position in the fleet.

	United World Space Command no longer existed, but its historic traditions remained. As the only senior ranking officer still alive at the time, only Captain Bartholomew Quasar had the authority to name his successor. Instead, he chose to name his admiral. Space Command would never have tolerated such a gesture, but that's what they got for becoming extinct.

	"I can't remember if Wan always wanted to be an admiral someday or an ambassador," Gruber said at length, scratching his bristly head. "Either way, it's a nice promotion!"

	Truth be told, Quasar couldn't remember either. But he'd known from the moment he met her that Selene Wan held higher aspirations than being a first officer.

	A sudden violent force shook the Harbinger, as if it had passed straight through some sort of atmospheric disturbance. Which didn't make one whit of sense, since there was no atmosphere in space.
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	"What was that?" Quasar demanded.

	Before Hank could reply, the computer announced, "Danger," while both the inner and outer hulls shuddered and everyone aboard felt bursts of gravitational pressure acting on them from various directions—often all at once.

	"What sort of danger?" Quasar gripped his armrests as he lurched about, unable to control his body's movements. "Are we under attack?"

	"No enemy vessel within range, Captain," Hank growled, attempting in vain to compensate for the Harbinger's herky-jerky reaction to the turbulence they were experiencing, his shaggy arms moving in blurs of speed across the helm console.

	"We could shut down the engines," Bill suggested, which seemed contrary to reason. They wanted to escape this bizarre maelstrom they'd entered, not sink farther into it.

	"Explain." Hank tilted his head toward the engineer but kept his dark, deep-set eyes focused on his display.

	"Yes." Quasar scowled. "Why aren't you in engineering, Bill?"

	He shrugged, laughing it off before sobering. "There shouldn't be anything out here, but if we've passed through some kind of invisible spatial disturbance, then it might be our engines causing the ruckus."

	"Danger," the computer repeated. "Engines overheating. Irreparable damage imminent."

	Hank leaned toward Quasar. "Captain?"

	"Shut them down." Quasar glanced back at Bill. "You'd better be right about this."

	The engineer chuckled, teeth chattering and head wobbling in the throes of the gravitational forces. "We'll know soon enough!"

	Hank palmed the console before him with one of his furry hands. Instantly, the Harbinger stilled, and silence held the moment.

	Until everyone noticed the image on the viewscreen.

	They leaned forward, staring at it. Quasar flicked the screen with his finger, as if he could jar it back to what it was supposed to be showing them: the Effervescent Magnitude in orbit around a frozen Earth. But there was no gleaming star cruiser in the distance. Not one ship orbited the planet. Instead, a shield of impenetrable space junk blotted Earth from view, garbage packed so tightly that not even a single ray of sunlight could pass through.

	"Hey…that looks familiar," Bill said. 

	A queasy feeling snaked through Captain Quasar's bowels at the sight. "Hank, don't you dare tell me that we've traveled back in time."

	The Carpethrian ground his fangs. "Sure looks like it, Captain."

	"Gah!" Quasar cried, shaking his fists in the air. "Not again!"

	The shield of debris surrounding Earth looked exactly as he remembered it the first time, before the Magnitude had blasted its way through and dealt with the hundreds of annihilation bots left by Zhan. They had littered the surface of the planet, hell-bent on destroying the continents one at a time as tasked by their evil creator. 

	If the Harbinger had indeed passed through some sort of temporal disturbance floating through space-time, then there was no telling exactly when they were. It could have been hundreds of years before the Magnitude arrived to save the day for the first time. Or she might have been on her way at that very moment. In which case, Quasar dreaded the prospect of running into his younger self.

	Or even worse—

	"Hey, do you think I'm down there right now?" Bill chuckled. "Imagine that. Two of me!"

	Captain Quasar nearly released a Carpethrian-like growl at the thought.

	"Time travel?" Tank said. "Have you really done this before, Dad?"

	"Humph," Hank said before realizing the youth was speaking to the captain.

	"In a way, yes," Quasar said. "The elixir of Opsanus Tau Prime allowed me to jump around my own timeline, as it were, reliving moments from my past. Changing a few things along the way. In the process, I learned the intrinsic value of the present moment."

	"First time I've heard about any of this," Asteria muttered, crossing her bulky arms. "Does Admiral Wan know you're a time traveler?"

	"Pardon this interruption," said the voice of the Magnitude's clone, "but the disturbance we passed through was not temporal in nature. There was no time travel involved as we crossed over to the other side."

	"Well, that's a relief," Gruber said, mopping his brow.

	"Other side?" Quasar raised an eyebrow.

	"Yes, Captain," the computer replied. "You have traveled across the membrane between worlds. You are now in an alternate reality, one where you never destroyed the solar shield surrounding Earth. In this universe, you never gathered together the United Earth Fleet. Because the Bartholomew Quasar of this reality is not the same person you are."

	Confused murmurs ran rampant among the crew, but Hank and Quasar remained focused on the consoles before them, as if they were processing the most bizarre news story they had ever heard, and they weren't sure exactly how to proceed. Hank began by clearing his throats. Quasar tried counting backward from zorthe in Flexicant decimals, but he found he couldn't concentrate.

	"So…that disturbance we sailed through," Bill said. "What was it exactly?"

	"A floating rift between realities," the computer replied. "One of many, thanks to the phaze weaponry Zhan designed. If you remember, Captain, I warned you of its dangerous nature and offered to explain—"

	"That wasn't you," Quasar blurted out before realizing how irrelevant it was at the moment. Then he found he couldn't stop himself from continuing, "That was my ship. The Magnitude. Mags for short, on occasion. Not you."
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