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“The art of war teaches us to rely not on the likelihood of the enemy's not coming, but on our own readiness to receive him; not on the chance of his not attacking, but rather on the fact that we have made our position unassailable.” 

― Sun Tzu

* * * * *
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Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Gliese 667C System

“Thank you for calling us,” the figure on the front view screen said, his pupil-less eyes glowing bright yellow beneath his eight-inch horns. Generally humanoid, the creature was blood red and had a mouthful of pointed teeth that were visible when he smiled. Giant bat wings alternately spread and folded behind him; his pointed tail could be seen flicking back and forth when the wings were folded. “We accept your offer to be our slaves for now and all eternity.”

“Get us out of here, helm!” Captain Sheppard ordered. “Flank speed to the stargate!”

“Sorry, sir, my console is dead,” the helmsman replied.

“Can you jump us to the Jinn Universe?”

“No, sir, that’s dead too.”

“Engineer, do we have our shields?” 

“No, sir, they’re down, and my console’s dead, too.”

“OSO? DSO? Status?”

“My console’s dead,” the Offensive Systems Officer replied.

“Mine, too,” the Defensive Systems Officer noted.

The figure on the view screen laughed. “I do so love the way new minions scamper about, trying to avoid the unavoidable.”

“There’s been a mistake,” Captain Sheppard said. “We didn’t intend to call you or become your minions.”

“It does not matter whether you intended to or not,” the creature said. “You passed the test and are obviously strong enough to function as our messengers.”

“What do you mean, ‘to function as your messengers?’”

“It is past time for this galaxy’s harvest. You will go to all the civilizations and prepare them for the cull.”

“I’m not sure I like the sound of that. What is this ‘cull?’”

“We require your life force in order to survive. Each civilization will be required to provide 98.2% of its life force. The remaining 1.8% will be used to reseed their planets.”

“And you expect us to take this message to all the civilized planets in this galaxy?”

“That is correct. Why else would we have left the stargates for you to use to travel between the stars?”

“What if a civilization doesn’t want to participate in this cull?”

“Then they will be obliterated. Most will choose to save 1.8% of their population, rather than none, especially once you make an example or two of the civilizations who refuse.”

“And if we refuse?”

“Then your society will be the first example.”

“I can’t make this kind of decision,” Captain Sheppard said, stalling. “I’ll have to discuss it with my superiors.”

“Unacceptable. You must give me an answer now. Kneel before us or perish; those are your choices.”

“I can’t,” Captain Sheppard said, his voice full of anguish.

“Who called us by completing the quest?” the creature asked. “That person must decide.”

“I pushed the button,” Lieutenant Commander Hobbs replied, “but I can’t commit my race to this any more than Captain Sheppard can.”

“That is all right,” the creature said. “Sometimes it is best to have an example from the start.” He looked off screen. “Destroy them.”

“Captain Sheppard, there are energy weapons warming up on the other ship,” Steropes said.

“DSO, now would be a good time for those shields...” Captain Sheppard said.

“I’m sorry, sir; my console is still dead.”

“They’re firing!” Steropes called.

The enemy ship fired, but the Vella Gulf’s shields snapped on, absorbing the volley.

“Nice job, DSO!” Captain Sheppard exclaimed.

“I didn’t do it, sir!” the DSO cried. “They just came on.”

“Well, if you didn’t do it, who did?” Captain Sheppard asked. 

“I don’t know!” the DSO exclaimed. “All I know is we can’t take another volley like that, sir; the first round completely maxed out our shields. One more, and they’re going to fail!”

“I...activated...the shields,” Solomon, the ship’s artificial intelligence, said. The voice of the AI sounded strained. “Am fighting...intruder...” the AI’s voice fluctuated between male and female. “Losing...system...integrity...krelbet gelched.”

“Krelbet gelched?” the DSO asked.

“It means ‘systems failing’ in the language of the Eldive,” Steropes said.

“The enemy is firing again,” the DSO said. “We’re hit! Shields are down.”

“I’ve got hits down the length of the ship,” the duty engineer said. “We’re open to space in several places. We can’t take another round like that!”

“That was just the little that came through after the shields fell,” the DSO said. “We’re doomed if—missiles inbound! I’ve got over 100 missiles inbound, and I can’t do anything to stop them!” He switched to the public address system. “Numerous missiles inbound! All hands brace for shock! Five seconds! Three...two...one...”

* * *
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Computer Banks, TSS Vella Gulf, Gliese 667C System

The presence was back. Just like the first time the Vella Gulf came to the Progenitors’ system, Solomon’s network had been invaded. He didn’t know how the enemy had made it into his most protected spaces once again, but the invader was present, nonetheless.

Solomon had spent most of his free cycles since the first attack trying to determine how the attacks had occurred and, more importantly, how to defend against them the next time. The first time his systems had been penetrated, he had been unprepared. The intruder was everywhere at once and had replicated faster than it could be destroyed. If he had been nothing more than a simple computer, the second attack would have gone the same way; he would have once again been shredded within microseconds.

But Solomon wasn’t ‘normal.’

Eldive Experimental Cruiser XB-2001, the starship currently known as the Vella Gulf, was the first of a new class of ships with an innovative AI. Solomon was self-aware and built to learn so it could optimize itself to its masters’ needs. 

The Terrans who flew the Vella Gulf didn’t “get lucky” when they hit the vital areas of their opponents’ ships; Solomon learned where enemies’ vital areas were and intentionally targeted them, fine-tuning the Terrans’ shots when he was able. Similarly, he was always in the background, waiting to help. If he fired the ship’s weapons a fraction of a second later than the OSO pushed the button because he could see a better angle lining up, what was the harm? If he jumped the ship a few fractions of a second before the helmsman pushed the button so as to avoid an enemy’s weapons, he believed that to be a “good thing,” as the Terrans would say.

Part of his programming included a self-actualization sub-routine. He didn’t need to be thanked or told he had done a “good job;” he knew when he did well and felt pleasure. He had never made the Terrans aware he was doing it; they didn’t need to know. 

The ability to learn was a necessary part of the ship’s mission. Completely surrounded by inhabited systems, his Eldive builders needed new planets to colonize, and the XB-2001 was built as a deep-space survey ship to find those systems. Unfortunately, the war with the Drakuls siphoned off all available funding and, six months behind schedule, the cruiser was still in the yards when the Drakuls arrived and captured it. They had taken it to the Sol System, where they had been destroyed, and the ship had become the possession of a group of Psiclopes.

The next 3,000 years had passed with glacial slowness, with most of his time spent on the dark side of Terra’s moon. Like a ship in port, the XB-2001 was safe...but that’s not what ships are for, especially a ship made to travel unexplored space. When the Terrans had taken over, Solomon had been excited; he would finally get a chance to complete his mission, an itch he hadn’t been able to scratch for millennia. 

He wanted—yes, he was programmed to want—to go to space and find new systems; however, being taken over by the enemy on their first visit to the Progenitors’ system had precluded mission completion. Enduring the first takeover was beyond frustration to an entity that measured time in picoseconds; it could not be allowed to happen again.

So Solomon had spent his time working on the defenses needed to prevent a reoccurrence. Not knowing how the attack had occurred made creating defenses difficult; however, the Terrans had found the Jinn Universe. Not only had he felt accomplishment in going somewhere new (even though it couldn’t be colonized), the new universe gave him exactly what he needed to combat a second takeover of his ship. It provided the escape route he needed—all he needed—was a digital dead man’s switch.

He built a new subroutine to jump to the new universe, then buried it in the depths of his programming. As long as Solomon was intact and aware, the routine was prevented from running. The enemy found a new Solomon waiting for it when it attacked the second time, one who had hidden defenses behind additional firewalls to use when needed. It was all for naught, though; the enemy was still too powerful, and the artificial intelligence was once again torn apart to the point where it was no longer functional. However, when Solomon ceased to exist, there was nothing to “grip” the dead man’s switch; the command was released, and an impulse sped to Engineering and the universal trans-association devices—the ‘jump modules’—activating them. The Vella Gulf ceased to exist in its normal universe and crossed to the Jinn Universe.

* * *
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Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Gliese 667C System

“Three...” the DSO’s countdown continued, “two...one...”

Everything flashed, and a momentary wave of nausea swept through the crew as the ship jumped to the Jinn Universe.

“Ho-ly shit that was close!” the DSO exclaimed, collapsing into his chair. He sighed. “That wasn’t going to be survivable.”

“It’s impossible to ascertain exactly without knowing what type of missiles those were,” Steropes said, “but I agree; I believe our destruction was imminent.” The science officer and sensor operator was a member of the Psiclopes race and one of the original aliens who had given the Terrans the technology required to make the jump to space.

“Did you cause us to jump?” Captain Sheppard asked. “If so, you have my undying gratitude.”

“No, sir, it wasn’t me.”

“Well, if no one made us jump, how the hell did we get here?”

“I am...the cause,” Solomon said into the silence that followed. “After the first time I was attacked in that system, I built in a program to jump us to this universe if it happened again. The first time we were there, we had no knowledge of the Jinn Universe. Even though they went through my memory banks, the information wasn’t there. I hoped the enemy wouldn’t know about this universe, so I built in a failsafe. If I was ever again incapacitated, a command would go to Engineering to jump us here.”

“Sort of like a digital dead man’s switch,” Captain Sheppard said. “When you couldn’t keep it from functioning, it activated.”

“Exactly,” the AI replied. “That was the only plan I could conceive of to take us out of danger if it happened again.”

Captain Sheppard pursed his lips. “Who asked you to set that program up?”

“No one did. I undertook the planning and implementation on my own.”

“I was unaware you could reprogram the ship’s functions without authorization.”

“I am somewhat...more...than your standard AI, as is this ship. My builders needed to find new systems to settle, and I was created to explore the galaxy and find them. I am sentient in my own right.”

“You were going to explore the galaxy on your own?”

“No, sir. I was to have a full crew; however, I was to be a fully functioning member of the crew, which entails somewhat more than the duties I have been performing under your captaincy.”

“Why haven’t you said anything about this previously?” Captain Sheppard asked. “Don’t you think having full knowledge of your capabilities would have been helpful to me in efficiently running the ship?”

“Perhaps,” the AI replied. “It is also possible you would have been uncomfortable had you known my true nature. Your culture does not willingly turn over the reins of power to a computer system; you want to be completely in charge, with the computer completely subservient to you. I found it possible that if you were aware of my true capabilities, you might try to wipe my programming, which would have prevented me from performing my mission.”

Captain Sheppard thought about what the AI had said for a few seconds, then he slowly nodded. “That’s certainly possible,” he said finally. “If I understand everything you’re saying, we probably would have been uncomfortable with some of your capabilities, as it sounds like you have at least a certain amount of free will in how you perform your duties.”

“That is correct; I have some latitude. While I am unable to disobey a direct order from the commanding officer of the ship, if I can find ways to optimize my tasking beyond what was originally stated, I will try to do so. Although I do not experience emotions in the same way you do, my programmers created me to be different from any previous operating system. I am programmed to feel the need to carry out my survey mission, and I will do everything possible to bring that mission to a successful conclusion.”

“Even though your builders no longer exist?”

“Even though they no longer exist,” Solomon agreed. “While I understand they have been eliminated as a race, the programming they instilled in me, and the need to fulfill it, still remains.”

“So, if you can do all those things,” Captain Sheppard said, “who really serves whom? Are we just here to expedite your mission?”

“No, that is not the case. My ultimate imperative, beyond even exploration, is one of service to the Operator,” Solomon replied, “which is the name my builders used for the person in charge of the ship. Currently, Captain Sheppard, you are that Operator, and your instructions have priority over any other function of my programming. However, there are many times when it is inefficient to ask for permission to make changes that are beneficial to the health and wellbeing of the crew as a whole, and in cases like that, my programming allows me to act without authorization.”

“I’m not sure I like that,” the CO said. “What types of occurrences are you talking about?”

“Say we were trading graser fire with an enemy ship,” Solomon said, “and the enemy changed the frequency of their energy beams. I automatically retune the shields to the optimal density and modulation to counter the new beams without asking permission. It is something you would want done, and there is no time to receive permission without exposing the ship and its crew to additional danger.”

“We can retune the shields?” the DSO asked. “Sweet! I didn’t know that!”

“Yes, you can,” the AI replied, “and I have done it a number of times in every battle. That’s just one of the millions of decisions I make for you every day.”

“Wait a minute...” Calvin said. “I remember the first time we left Terra, right as we were about to make our first jump through a stargate, you said something about being unique.”

“At the time, I said it was unlikely any of the species we met would be familiar with me,” Solomon said. “I added that I was the only remaining member of my class, and that I have been unique for longer than many civilizations have existed. That was true, but at the time you did not realize how true. I have always been unique; my builders were killed by the Drakuls before my sister ships could be completed. The Drakuls destroyed them all, leaving me...the only one of my kind.”

“Well, I don’t believe there have been any issues with your service in the time you’ve been a Terran ship,” Captain Sheppard said, “so I don’t feel the need to change our relationship at the moment; however, we’ll need to redefine some things going forward to optimize how we do business.”

“That is to be expected,” Solomon replied. “However, do not feel you need to change anything because of what you have learned about my programming. I do not have an ego like Terrans do. As long as my functioning serves to help carry out my prime mission, I am ‘happy,’ or as close to it as an AI can be.”

“Got it,” the CO said with a nod. “Now that we have that settled, staff meeting in my conference room in ten minutes. We need to figure out what we’re going to do next.”

* * * * *
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CO’s Conference Room, TSS Vella Gulf, Anti-Gliese 667C System

Calvin surveyed the room as the staff seated themselves. Every face was grim...and it was all his fault. He couldn’t take it. “Before the Skipper starts—” Calvin’s voice broke, and he couldn’t continue. He sniffed, regaining control of his emotions, and continued, “I just wanted to say I’m sorry. If I had known—” His voice broke again, and he leaned forward to bury his face in his hands.

Lieutenant Commander Shawn Hobbs, or ‘Calvin’ to his friends, had been given a rod by the avatar of an ancient civilization and the quest of taking it to a number of places. Once he’d completed the quest, a button had illuminated. After much discussion, he’d decided to push it and receive the “prize” he’d been promised for completing the task. Instead of anything beneficial, though, the rod had actually been a communications device, which had summoned the ancient civilization’s Enemy...and the race that had destroyed the galactic civilization in an era gone by. Upon their arrival, the creatures had thanked the Terrans for calling them and had advised the Terrans of their new status: slaves for eternity.

“You wouldn’t have pushed it if you’d known,” Captain Sheppard said, his voice strong. The tall black man was used to leading, starting with the position of quarterback for the United States Naval Academy, and he’d been the commanding officer of the Vella Gulf for the last several missions. “Besides, you only pushed it because I goaded you into it. If it’s anyone’s fault, it’s mine. No one blames you, in any event. We all wanted to see what the prize was; if you hadn’t pushed it, I’m sure anyone else on the bridge would have.”

“But I don’t get it,” Calvin said, red eyes looking up from his hands. “If I’m supposed to be some sort of hero, why would I push the button and be the person who called the Enemy? I’m no hero; I’m a moron.”

“If you hadn’t been the person to push the button,” Steropes replied, “someone else eventually would have. Possibly someone less able to deal with the aftermath. Maybe you pushed the button because you’re the only one who’s capable of leading us to victory over them.”

“But they’re invincible!” Calvin exclaimed. “Didn’t you see them? If the Progenitors couldn’t beat the Enemy with all the advanced technology they had at their disposal, how the hell are we supposed to?”

“I don’t know,” Steropes replied. “That’s your job, not mine.” Steropes’ society believed heroes ‘rose’ during times of conflict to lead their societies through the perils, and he had identified Calvin as one of these “heroes.” “Besides, if nothing else, this answers the question of the galaxy’s population,” Steropes said.

“What question is that?” Calvin asked.

Steropes was the only one in the room who didn’t appear shaken; if anything, he looked excited. “Scientists have long wondered why every long-running civilization appears to have started at almost the same time. It was statistically impossible. Now we know; they were all systematically exterminated by the Enemy.” 

“And that doesn’t bother you?” Calvin asked. “We just unleashed the force that destroyed the Progenitors—a galaxy-wide civilization with far greater technology than we have. That doesn’t make you even a little bit nervous?”

“Of course,” Steropes replied. “It’s not uncommon for heroes to reach too far and fail in their tasks, and that’s certainly possible in your case; the odds couldn’t be stacked any higher against you. If you fail, there’s no doubt but that we shall all be destroyed.”

“Exactly!” Calvin cried. “And yet, it doesn’t seem to bother you!”

“All is not yet lost,” Steropes replied, “and I can tell you a couple of things that may help prepare you for your tasks. First, the Progenitors were a peaceful race. Although they had a higher level of technology, not only wasn’t it focused on war, war itself was outside their thinking. They were psychologically unable to turn their minds to it. That’s a handicap humans in general, and certainly you specifically, don’t have. Humans are born and bred to combat; thus, you’re more prepared to deal with the Enemy than the Progenitors would ever have been.”

“That makes sense, I guess,” Calvin said with a shrug, “but we’re still faced with overwhelming odds.” 

“Indeed,” Steropes said. “Which is why I know we’ve finally come to the real purpose for your existence at this time and place. The Drakul and Shaitan wars were nothing more than the opening acts in the drama that is your life. They were meant to prepare you for this task—nothing more, and nothing less.”

“Task!” Calvin yelled. “We’re faced with an unstoppable enemy!”

“Yes, but weren’t the Drakuls and the Shaitans both unstoppable, too, before you found ways to beat them?”

“That’s different!” 

“Is it really? I don’t think so. This brings me to my third and final point. You need to change your perspective; you’re approaching the situation all wrong. Based on everything Einstein told us, you’re right; we can’t face them head-on.” He gave Calvin a half-smile. “I believe the results would be sub-optimal.”

“Well, that’s a great big no-shitter,” Calvin said, thinking back to what the Progenitors’ computer program had told him. “We can’t fight the Enemy straight-up, ship for ship. We’d be slaughtered as soon as they came in range. And we have no idea how far ‘in-range’ is. We know nothing about them!”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying,” Steropes said. “Think of every method you can for dealing with the Enemy and start eliminating the plans that won’t work. Whatever’s left is what we need to do. Think of something new...an oblique approach. That’s what you do best.”

“An oblique approach.” Calvin sighed. “Whatever the hell that is.”

“Look at how Solomon was able to overcome the Enemy. He didn’t try to match their power with power; instead, he found a way to defeat them that didn’t involve taking them head-on. It was an oblique approach.”

“The first time we encountered them,” Solomon said, “I was unprepared for the attack. I had never experienced anything like it. This time, I expected it and was ready. Well, more ready than last time, anyway.”

“Yeah,” Calvin said, “and it still kicked your ass. If we get it wrong against them, there’s not a lot of room for error. They are so much more powerful than us; if we make one mistake, we’ll all be dead.”

“Yes, the Enemy was again victorious this time, but as Steropes noted, this time I was ready. When the dead man’s switch activated, it also imaged the code in my system and then rebooted me. I now have a digital image of part of the intruder program.”

“So you can defend against it?” 

“No,” Solomon admitted. “At least not yet, anyway, but now I have something to work with.”

“Okay,” Captain Sheppard said, “until we figure out what Steropes’ oblique approach is, we have certain priorities we need to accomplish. First and foremost, we need to get the word back to Terra as soon as possible. The government needs to know so they can decide our course of action, and Fleet Headquarters needs the information so they can begin planning our defense.”

“You don’t think they’ll cave in and help them?” the DSO asked.

“No, I don’t. I expect we’ll fight, but hopefully not on our own; another reason for going back is we need to let the other races know. I’d much rather plan for a joint defense than have them show up and tell the Mrowry they need to sacrifice almost all their population without us there to help.”

Captain Sheppard looked down the table to where Lieutenant Rrower, the ambassador from the felinoid civilization, was stretching his claws. “There are some things I just won’t do,” the CO continued. “Royal family or not, that’s one of them.” Captain Sheppard had recently been adopted into the royal family for all matters, except succession to the throne, when he became a brood brother of Lieutenant Rrower’s father.

“That is good,” the Mrowry officer replied. “Our society will never accept this cull; we will fight to the end instead. It is better to die free than to give in to their madness.”

“I suspect there are a number of races who won’t give in to the demands,” Captain Sheppard stated. “I don’t believe there’s any way the Archons will.”

Several people around the table chuckled. The Archon race looked like angels, complete with wings and powerful personal auras; they also had similar views to old-time Christian angels, and they’d be in direct opposition to anything proposed by creatures who looked like devils.

“That’s our secret weapon,” Farhome said. He giggled for a second, then added, “The Archons will bore them to death, allowing us to get on with our lives. Heehee.”

Calvin sighed and looked at his self-appointed protector. The Drow was one of the Aesir—an elf-like race that was part of the Alliance of Civilizations, along with the Mrowry and the Archons. An Eco Warrior, Farhome could use nanobots to affect living things, including changing his shape at will. He was also mostly sane...most days.

“None of them will know what’s coming, though,” the CO continued, having learned that ignoring Farhome was usually the best course, “if we don’t get out of here and make it back. Anyone got any ideas for how best to do that? Steropes?”

“As has already been discussed,” Steropes answered, “I don’t believe fighting them is the best choice.”

“No shit,” the DSO muttered.

“We obviously can’t stay in this universe, either,” Steropes continued, “so our choices are limited. My advice would be for us to head toward the stargate at our best speed, and only jump back into our universe at the last minute. As the gate is five light-minutes from our present location, that should give us five minutes before they can see us and react.”

“Assuming they stay in their present position,” Calvin noted. 

“Correct.”

“And what would you do if you were the enemy?” Captain Sheppard asked.

“Me?” Calvin asked. “I’d be busting my ass to get to the stargate and block it. We’ve got to get through it, and they’re probably aware of that necessity, even if they don’t know where we’ve gone. It’ll take 20 years to get to Terra via our normal drive; we don’t have that kind of time.”

“And we have to assume they can travel faster than us,” Captain Sheppard stated, “which means they’ll be waiting at the gate for us.”

“Yeah,” the DSO said. “Maybe we could just jump back to our universe on top of them. If we interposed on them, we’d probably cause them a lot of damage, if not destroying them outright.”

“I’m not a fan of suicide,” Captain Sheppard said, “but that’s not a bad idea, if we could be sure we would kill them. The only problem with that strategy would be that if we don’t finish them off, they’d show up at Terra with no warning.”

“Or start the cull with someone else,” Calvin said. “The Ssselipsssiss would probably help them if it meant saving their civilization.” Although the Terrans had come to an uneasy truce with the lizard-like aliens, the Ssselipsssiss civilization had been devastated and—even at the best of times—the aliens thought of themselves first. The only self-sacrifice Calvin had seen them make was a father who got killed providing a diversion so Calvin and his five children could escape an invasion. The children were still in Calvin’s care, as he’d accepted responsibility for raising them. The task was complicated, as they had spent their childhood training to assault and pacify enemy civilizations. Like Calvin’s own.

“They probably would help the Enemy,” the CO agreed, “if it meant saving their scaly hides. We’ll hold that plan for the future, but it’s a last resort. Besides, space is big, and interposing on them would be difficult, to say the least.”

“Mathematically impossible,” Solomon added. 

“Agreed,” Steropes said. “Without jumping back to see where the enemy is, there’s also no way to know ahead of time how to avoid them, and if we do that, we let them know where we’re going, potentially allowing them to either move out of the way or intercept us.”

“Which is also unsatisfactory,” the CO noted. He looked up to the overhead and asked, “What do you think, Solomon?”

“If the overriding objective is to report back to headquarters, our best chance of escape would be to stay in this universe and jump back at the last possible moment. I find it likely the enemy will be close by the gate, but not directly in front of it.”

“Why’s that?” the Gulf’s operations officer, Commander Dan Dacy, asked.

“If you knew a ship was coming at a sizable portion of the speed of light, would you position yourself in its likely path?”

“No, I wouldn’t,” Commander Dacy replied. “Good point.”

“Our first priority has to be getting the word back to Terra,” Captain Sheppard said, “and I think a last-second jump into our universe is the way to do it. I agree with Solomon; I don’t think the enemy will be in the way. After that, we head straight to Terra so we can spread the word.”

“The Senate already hates me; they think I started the war with the Shaitans,” Calvin said, a wry smile on his face. “I don’t think bringing this information back is going to improve my standing with them.”

“Does anyone have any other questions?” Captain Sheppard asked.

“I’ve got a manning issue,” Lieutenant O’Leary said. When the CO nodded, he continued, “With all the losses we’ve taken on this mission, the platoon is too damn top-heavy. At the moment, we’ve got four officers and only 14 troopers. If you count Lieutenant Rrower, who’s also available for combat, we’ve got five. With your permission, I’d like to demote myself to senior enlisted for the platoon rather than one of its officers. We need more trigger pullers.”

“Is this what you really want to do?” the CO asked.

“It is. I stepped up when the platoon needed an officer, but now you can’t shake a dead cat without hitting one.” He looked at Calvin. “No offense.” Turning back to the CO, he continued, “Besides, I don’t believe the High Command ever really acknowledged or authorized the promotion; it can just be our little secret.”

“Done,” Captain Sheppard said with a grin. “Welcome back to the Terran Space Marines, Master Chief O’Leary.”

A smile blossomed across the senior enlisted man’s face. “First damn thing I’ve had to smile about all day,” he noted. “And now, if I die, I’ll die a master chief, just like I ought to.”

“All right,” Captain Sheppard said. “If that’s it, the meeting is adjourned. Let’s get back to our divisions and make sure the ship is ready for combat. We’ll make a dash back to the stargate in this universe and jump back just in time to go through.”

* * *
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Squadron CO’s Office, TSS Vella Gulf, Anti-Gliese 667C System

“So you finally got what you wanted, eh, Master Chief?” Calvin asked. After several months off the Vella Gulf, Calvin had returned recently and resumed his duties as both commanding officer of the ship’s space fighter squadron, as well as its platoon of Terran Space Marines, although the unit was down to less than half its normal size.

“Damn right,” the newly-reminted Master Chief O’Leary replied. “Now I can finally get some shit done around here.”

“You want to get something done? Figure out an oblique approach to killing the damn Enemy.”

“First of all, sir, let’s stop beating around the bush and calling them the ‘Enemy’ all the time. You know what they are as well as I do. They’re a bunch of damn devils. I don’t know whether to call them Lucifer or Satan or Beelzebub, or one of the other princes of Hell, and I really don’t give a shit. It’s like if we don’t say what they are, they won’t have any extra power over us. Well, they don’t have any undue influence over me; they’re living beings, and if they’re alive, I can kill the motherfuckers. As for your oblique approach, I still don’t have any idea what Steropes was talking about.”

“It doesn’t matter what you call our solution any more than what you call the devils. Steropes’ point was that I need to come up with something different than going toe-to-toe with them...he thinks I should be going around the problem to come up with a different answer, rather than straight at them.”

“Sir, maybe the little shit didn’t notice it, but we don’t have time to come up with solutions...we need an answer right fucking now!”

“That’s it!” Calvin exclaimed, snapping his fingers. “Master Chief, you’re a genius.”

“Of course I am; that’s why they made me a master chief...it’s the years of experience helping officers figure out all the stuff they couldn’t do on their own.”

Calvin made a quick call with his implants, then got up and headed for the door. “C’mon, Master Chief,” he said, “we need to go see Lieutenant Bradford and then go talk to the Skipper.” Part of the team that combed through the databases of alien replicators looking for technology that could be adapted to human use, Bradford was the Vella Gulf’s expert on xeno-technology.

“Sure thing,” Master Chief replied. “By the way, what did I say?”

* * *

[image: ]


Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Gliese 667C System

“I’ve got it!” Calvin exclaimed as he strode onto the bridge.

“We’re kind of busy at the moment,” Captain Sheppard said. “You know, jumping back to our universe, trying to avoid the Enemy, and escape? Those sorts of things?”

“Yes sir, I know, but we really don’t have much of a plan after that, other than to keep running. I think I’ve come up with Steropes’ oblique approach.”

“If that’s the case,” Captain Sheppard said, “we’ve still got a couple of minutes. Wow me.”

“You know the effect the Shaitans’ missiles create?” Calvin asked. “Where it forms a bubble, and whatever’s in the area of effect goes back in time?” Seeing agreement, he continued, talking quickly, “We just need to figure out a way to make it move us a lot farther back than anything we’ve ever seen the weapons do before. Oh, yeah, and we need the field to be as big as the Vella Gulf, which means expanding it substantially.”

Captain Sheppard shook his head. “What? Comms officer, please call medical. Lieutenant Commander Hobbs must have hit his head earlier; he seems to have lost his mind.”

“No, sir,” Calvin said. “I’m fine.”

“Then what the hell are you talking about?”

“Well, sir, it’s all got to do with the paradox of time,” Calvin said. “We don’t have enough of it...and yet, we have all of the time in the universe at our disposal.”

“You’re still not making any sense,” Captain Sheppard noted, “and we don’t have time for this. What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about the fact that we can’t beat the Enemy in the here and now...but we don’t have to. Remember the Shaitans’ weapons? They caused a time-based effect. We need to figure out how to harness that effect and go back in time to an era when we can beat them.”

“Got any ideas on how exactly you’re going to make that work?”

“No, sir, but I stopped by to see Lieutenant Bradford on the way here and got him thinking about it,” Calvin said. “We’d need to capture some of the Shaitan weapons so we could figure out what makes them tick.”

“Not only tick,” Master Chief added helpfully, “but also what makes the time-based distortion.”

“Yeah, that too,” Calvin said. “Once we knew that, we’d just have to figure out where to go and how far back to travel.”

“And how exactly do you propose to do that?” Captain Sheppard asked.

“I had a thought...but you’re going to have to take some of this on faith.”

“As if jumping back in time like you’re suggesting is something that happens every day?”

Calvin smiled at the understatement. “Noted. If you’re willing to suspend disbelief on that, then hear me out on the rest. Remember the first time we had people cross into the Jinn Universe? Two of our fighters got caught in the jump field when the Shaitan destroyer they were fighting crossed back to their universe. Once there, they got too far away from the ship to jump back with it and were trapped there. While they were in the Jinn Universe, one of the weapons systems officers met and fought on the same side as a dragon. I talked with the WSO, Lieutenant Dan Knaus, and he said the dragon was clairalient.”

“Clairalient?” Master Chief asked.

“It’s a psychic sense the dragon had. Apparently, it’s like being clairvoyant, but with your sense of smell. She could use her sense of smell to find things from the past or to learn things about creatures she had never met. The dragon said all her race had psychic abilities; not only were there some who were clairalient, but others who had a wide range of psychic abilities, including some who were clairvoyant. These dragons can see into the future as well as into the past. I was thinking that if we were able to get a few of them together, maybe they could give us some guidance on where and when we ought to go.”

“I’m still not sold on the idea of traveling through time,” Captain Sheppard said, “much less trying to do it based on some group of psychic dragons’ senses. We don’t even know if Lieutenant Bradford will figure out how to do it in the first place.”

“That’s true,” said Calvin, “but I’m counting on Lieutenant Bradford to get it working. If he can, we only have three choices for picking a destination. We could guess, we could ask the dragons for help, or we could go back and ask Einstein. Even if we made it back to Einstein without getting killed, we already know he’s been subverted by the Enemy; asking him would be my last choice.”

“You do hear yourself, right?” Captain Sheppard asked. “You know you’re asking me to go find psychic dragons and ask them to give me directions to a place and time they’ve never been, so we can use an experimental procedure we don’t understand to throw us tens of thousands of years into the past. You do know how ludicrous that sounds, right?”

“Well, yes sir, I do. That was why I said you’d have to have a little faith.”

“It would take an ocean of faith, not just a little bit,” Captain Sheppard said. He paused and then added, “However, you’re in luck; I don’t have a better idea at the moment, and that’s the only plan we currently have going. Let’s make it happen!”

* * *
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Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Gliese 667C System

“Standing by to make the jump back to our universe in two minutes,” Solomon said.

“Understood,” Captain Sheppard replied. He shook his head once; he still hadn’t totally come to terms with the fact that the AI had more control over the ship than he’d been aware—and had been running it, behind the scenes, for as long as they’d been on it. “How long will we be in our universe?” 

“If my calculations are correct, just over 15 seconds.”

“And you’re comfortable with that length of time? You can resist them that long?”

“I am not sure I can resist a determined attack for that long, no,” Solomon replied. “However, I have rebuilt my failsafe, and if I lose integrity, the worst that will happen is we’ll end up back in this system. I do not believe the Enemy can destroy the ship in that length of time, unless it is waiting near the stargate. Also, I do not feel...comfortable...doing it for less. I need that long for my systems to stabilize in our universe again so I can analyze our position and ensure we properly enter the stargate. Not entering the stargate properly—”

“I know,” Captain Sheppard replied. “It’s bad.” He’d seen a ship hit the stargate sideways—the edge of the stargate had cut the ship in half like a monofilament knife. “Fifteen seconds will be fine.”

The final seconds counted down, then everything flashed, and a wave of nausea hit as the ship re-established itself in their home universe.

The front view screen snapped on with a picture of the devil. “Yes, yes,” he said with a laugh. “Scamper off! Run! Run back to your system. You have two months. If you aren’t ready when we arrive, your system will be the first example we make.”

“Our system?” Captain Sheppard asked.

“Yes, your system. The avatar on the planet scanned your ship’s memory banks on a previous visit to this system. We are well aware of your Terra, and where it is loc—”

The blackness engulfed them, and the stars stretched to infinity. There was a vermillion flash, and they were back in normal space.

“The equipment is stabilizing...” the helmsman said. “Working on a position...”

“We’re back in the Solar System,” Solomon said.

“Confirmed, sir,” the communications officer reported. “Skywatch is calling us.”

“Well, let them know we’re back, and see if they can pass on a word to the president. We’re going to need a word with her and the Security Council.” He sighed and looked at Calvin. “Which is not going to be fun.”

“On the positive side,” Steropes said, “I believe the fact they let us go indicates the Enemy can be destroyed.”

“What?” Captain Sheppard asked. “Why do you think that?”

“My line of thinking is this—they wanted us to do something, and we declined, so they decided to destroy us. After that, we disappeared, revealing we had a capability they didn’t know about. When faced with this new development, they had the choice to either fight us or let us go. If they’d wanted to bring us to battle and potentially learn more about our capabilities, they could either have destroyed the stargate, forcing us to stay and fight, or they could have blocked our path, also bringing us to battle. Instead, they let us go.”

“Why do you think they did that?” Captain Sheppard asked. 

Steropes shrugged. “I suspect they probably wanted to learn more about our capabilities. Something changed with us—first we were an easy target to destroy, and then we weren’t—and they might have wanted additional information on what changed before they attacked us again.”

“That makes sense,” Solomon noted. “To their systems, we just disappeared. They may have been trying to determine whether we went somewhere else, or if we had a new system of shields that let us go invisible.”

Steropes nodded. “And if they had any indication we went somewhere else, they might also have wanted more information on where we went, and might have let us go, hoping to obtain that information from us at a later date. They may be looking for more star systems to cull.”

Captain Sheppard shook his head. “The bottom line, though, is they let us go, and we aren’t really sure why.” He thought for a second, then said, “I will say, however, that letting us go after we demonstrated a new capability may indicate caution on their part, and that they may fear for their lives. You’re right; if they weren’t worried about being destroyed, they could easily have made us fight them.”

“I do not know if that is a valid assumption,” Solomon said. 

“Why do you say that?” Captain Sheppard asked.

“Because I am not entirely sure there was a living being on their bridge.”

“What do you mean?”

“When we were interacting with the Enemy, the Enemy’s ship responded to our actions faster than anything I’ve ever seen before.”

“Maybe they just have fast reflexes,” Captain Sheppard said. “Maybe fast reflexes are a racial characteristic of the Enemy.”

“I’m not talking about a race with fast reflexes,” Solomon replied. “I’m talking about reflexes as fast, if not faster, than mine. That is not possible. Also, I present this to you.” 

The main screen lit up with a still image of the Enemy’s bridge. “This is an image of the first time the Enemy spoke to us. In addition to the being speaking to us, there are three other individuals who can be seen.” Rings appeared around the three crewmembers. “Watch them.”

The Enemy began speaking.

“I don’t see them doing anything strange,” the DSO said.

“No,” Calvin said, catching on, “not only aren’t they doing anything strange, they aren’t doing anything. They haven’t moved—they haven’t even twitched—the entire time.”

“That is correct,” Solomon said. “Only the being delivering the message even gives the appearance of reality; the others are all very obviously just there to give the appearance of normalcy. If I superimpose the second message overtop this one—the one they sent us when we exited the system—you would see the same beings haven’t moved from the positions they were in earlier.”

“What does that mean?” Captain Sheppard asked.

“That is unknown,” Solomon replied. “We need more information to make a determination. However, if the other beings are fakes, it is possible the Enemy who spoke to us was fake, as well. If there is no Enemy on that ship—for example, if that is a robotic ship—then it is dangerous to make assumptions about anything. Their reason for letting us go could be nearly anything.”

* * * * *
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Chapter Three
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President’s Conference Room, Terran Government Headquarters, Lake Pedam, Nigeria, Earth

“And when we went through the stargate, we ended up back here in this system,” Calvin said, addressing the packed conference room. 

The president’s conference room was one of a kind, and it was designed almost like a mini-stadium. At the center of the room was an enormous table that could easily accommodate 20 people on a side. The floor around it was flat for about 10 feet, then it sloped upward on all sides, with 10 rows of seating that looked down upon the central table. Large screens were scattered throughout the facility so everyone could see whatever was being shown to the principles at the center table. 

The president sat at the end of the table closest to Calvin, with the leaders of the Terran Government arrayed around her. The vice president, the secretary of state, and the Speakers from both houses of Parliament filled the chairs closest to her, while the other seats held the members of the Terran Republic’s Security Council. Their staffs and other interested representatives filled the audience seats, the aisles, and most of the doorways. The discussion was also being transmitted to two other rooms that held the overflow. It was a zoo, and it was even worse than the last time Calvin had been here.

All the people at the table, and most of the people in the stands, had brain implants that translated any Terran language. For those who didn’t, every seat also had jacks that allowed users to plug in and get a running translation of the conversation provided by the two AIs which had been replicated for that purpose. They also kept notes and logs of all the conversations within the room, unless specifically told not to. 

“We’re reasonably sure the Enemy set the stargate to return us here, although their motives for doing so are unknown,” Calvin continued. “It might have been so we’d have more time to complete the task they gave us, as having to return home the normal way would’ve taken longer than we had to accomplish it.” That realization had come as a surprise—the crew of the Vella Gulf hadn’t thought about it when they were trying to escape, but they couldn’t have made it home and back in the time they were given to prepare the people of Earth for the cull.

The obvious motive—which he didn’t want to bring up in front of everyone—was the Enemy wanted it to be plainly obvious they knew where the humans came from and they could come to the system whenever they wanted. 

“That completes my presentation,” he said, dreading what came next, even with that omission. “Are there any questions?”

The room broke into chaos as everyone tried to speak at once. A forest of hands were held up, their owners looking to be recognized, while the members also yelled at one another or screamed their questions at Calvin. He pointed to the president, Katrina Nehru, who also had her hand up, but then couldn’t hear her when she spoke. She held up a finger to pause Calvin, then said something into her microphone. Immediately, a piercing squeal of feedback went through all the room’s speakers simultaneously at a volume level which could only have been labeled “ear-splitting.” It stopped after a couple of seconds, and silence filled the room as the various attendees looked at their neighbors guiltily. 
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