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“He who knows when he can fight and when he cannot, will be victorious.” 
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Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Margath System

“Helmsman, please break orbit and take us to the stargate,” Captain James Sheppard, the commanding officer of the Terran ship Vella Gulf, said.

“Yes, sir, Admiral,” the helmsman said, bringing a smile to Calvin’s face. It was the title he’d given the commanding officer when they’d acquired their third ship, figuring that anyone who commanded a fleet ought to be called “Admiral.” Captain Sheppard had not been a fan at the time, and his eyelid still twitched any time someone used the term. Which, of course, made it more fun for people to do. It was the Navy, after all. Or what would be the Navy. Or something.

Calvin—officially Lieutenant Commander Shawn Hobbs—looked at the main viewer and saw the other two ships in their small fleet, the destroyer, Terra’s Hope, and the frigate, President Rife, fall into line behind the cruiser. A second frigate, Weeber’s Own, was on patrol in the vicinity of the stargate to the Jangeth System. Like Vella Gulf, all three of the other ships had been built to Terran standards in the system’s replicator; however, any ships that were built while they were gone would be built to the standards of the Weebers—the race that lived there. While they wouldn’t be as capable as the Terran ships—like the Vella Gulf, which had travelled back in time from the twenty-first century—they would still be more capable than the other locally-built ships. If nothing else, they’d be better armed.

“President Rife sends his regards,” the comms officer announced.

“Put him on screen,” the CO said. The main viewer switched to the image of a humanoid, whose pupil-less eyes glowed a solid light blue. His hands, clasped nervously in front of him, were more like four-taloned claws, and his arms and legs were too long and thin to be human, especially since they were jointed more like birds than people.

“Safe journeys,” the president said. “You’ll be back...soon?”

Calvin did his best to hide a smile. They had been over this a number of times. The Terrans had come back in time to get the information and technology necessary to defend themselves—and the galaxy—from an Enemy bent on harvesting its life force. They had been trying to go back 57,357 years, as that was what a race of clairvoyant dragons had said was necessary for finding the answers they sought.

Unfortunately, the time travel device—an experimental lash-up they’d built—hadn’t brought them to the right time. The weapons technology, at least what they’d seen so far, wasn’t even as good as what the Terrans had back home, much less good enough to be effective against the Enemy. Additionally, the computer technology, while good, wasn’t any better than what they had in their own time. Basically, they were screwed.

Failing to get an easy “win,” they had been forced to acclimate to the time in which they found themselves and had run several missions for local leaders while they were doing so, prior to carving out a base of operations for themselves in the Margath System. Having converted the local people to a democratic form of government—which was still evolving—the Terrans’ leader, Admiral Sheppard, was taking their most capable ships to the center of the galactic government—the emperor and the Council of Principals, which resided in the Trrgos System—to hopefully get the answers they were looking for. If they didn’t exist there, they didn’t exist anywhere in this time.

“We will be as quick as we can,” Admiral Sheppard replied. “As you are well aware, though, the Trrgos System is nine stargates away. Even if we do nothing but go directly there, turn around, and come back, it will still take us almost 40 days. Don’t worry, though; I know you will be fine without us. If you have any questions, just ask Captain Dacy.” 

Calvin covered his mouth to hide a chuckle. While Dan Dacy, the CO of Weeber’s Own, was a good man and could probably answer most of the president’s questions, any real issues he had would probably be turned over to the Ssselipsssiss, who were staying behind. On a mission prior to the current one, Calvin had been made the foster father of five of the alien lizard-like race. They had been trained as an urban-pacification team and were quite good at it. While Calvin’d had to break them of some of their more extreme practices—it was definitely not okay to eat dissenters, for example—they were doing a good job working with the local police to identify and neutralize malcontents and people who wanted to go back to the way things were. 

The president didn’t look completely reassured by the answer, but though he was the system’s president, he really didn’t have any hold over Admiral Sheppard’s actions, especially since the Terrans had the biggest and strongest—that they knew of, anyway—fleet in the galaxy.

They had already said goodbye to Sissel, who was the head of the mining group in the anti-Margath System, although the miners were unaware the Terrans had brought them to the opposite universe. As far as they knew, they were just on the other side of the planet from the Weebers. They were happy with that arrangement, as a number of the miners didn’t get along with the Weeber race. They probably wouldn’t have been amused to learn they’d actually been stashed in the Jinn Universe, but that was a discussion for another time. When they got back...if they got back. 

If they didn’t, Captain Dacy would have to figure it out. In the interim, the Weeber’s Own and all its shuttles could be used to access the universe, so Calvin wasn’t worried about stranding the miners there. In fact, a call had gone out to all of their families, and those who wanted to had been allowed to join the miners in the new town taking shape there. 

The mine was one more sign of the Terran presence history would have to find some way to wipe out, as none of the other civilizations the Terrans had come across in their time had records of the Terrans in their history books. Of course, the fact that the Enemy had come through in the interim and wiped away all evidence of civilization could have had something to do with that.

“I also wish you great success,” Steropes said. One of the few remaining members of the Psiclopes race, he’d studied the human race for thousands of years before becoming a member of the Vella Gulf’s crew. Now, however, he stood alongside Rife as he watched the ship he’d known for millennia sail off without him. “I didn’t think my life could become more lonely, but it will if you don’t return.”

Calvin smiled. While there’d been times when the Psiclopes had been somewhat adversarial, Steropes had turned into a mentor and—if the truth were known—a friend. He hadn’t wanted to leave Steropes behind, but the ship’s science advisor was the best person for the task he’d been left behind to complete.

“Thank you,” Sheppard said. “Don’t worry, we’ll be back to collect you.”

Steropes nodded but didn’t say anything, clearly overcome by emotion. 

“I do have one last thing,” Rife said. 

Calvin knew what was coming, and he turned away so the CO wouldn’t see his smile.

“Yes?” asked the CO.

“I don’t know what it will do for you along the way,” Rife said, holding up a piece of paper, “but the Weeber government has officially commissioned you as an admiral in our fleet. Please feel free to use that title when and where you need, if you think it will help.”

“Thank you,” the CO said, bowing slightly. “Am I right in thinking a certain lieutenant commander had something to do with this announcement?”

Calvin could feel the CO’s eyes on his back, but he didn’t turn around.

“A certain one might have mentioned there might come a time when having that title might come in handy,” Rife replied. “At the moment, we don’t have a need for an admiral, other than for your fleet of ships, so you are the only one.”

“Well, thank you,” the CO said, then he signed off.

“Calvin?” the CO asked.

Calvin put on his best innocent look and turned around. “Yes, sir?”

“There may well come a time when the title is necessary?” the CO asked. “This system—hell, this galaxy—doesn’t have any navies, or even any militaries; why exactly would I need this rank?”

“Well, sir, you never know. Besides, everyone calls you that, anyway, and I thought, ‘Why not make it official?’”

“I don’t get it,” Captain Exter said. A Weeber, he had taken over for the former XO, Captain Russ Clayton, when he’d transferred over to take command of Terra’s Hope. With the new ships coming online, the Terrans had been spread around so all the ships would have people who knew how to operate the systems onboard. All of the Terran-spec ships had Terran COs, but most of them had Weeber XOs, who they were training to be future ship captains in the new navy that was being implemented. “Commander Hobbs said the rank of admiral was something you’d be happy with.”

“I think Commander Hobbs was having a little bit of fun at my expense,” Sheppard said. “He knows I’m not really an admiral, which is something all the other Terrans know, too.”

“Well, maybe a little at first...” Calvin said. “However, once I thought about it, I realized we needed a leader to oversee this task force—not just a collection of captains—so I spoke with the COs of the Hope and the Rife. They both acknowledged you as the senior leader, so I asked President Rife to sanction it, as I knew you’d never take that title on your own, without ‘official’ authorization.”

Sheppard gave him a half-smile. “Know me that well, eh?”

“Yes, sir.”

Sheppard sighed. “Fine. It’s a fait accompli, and I surrender to it. I accept my position as admiral.” He smiled. “Of course, you know...that means I need a CO for this ship, and I think you’re the most senior of my remaining staff...”

“No, sir, I don’t see the need for a new CO for the Gulf,” Calvin said. “You’re doing just fine running both the Gulf and the fleet as a whole. Besides, I already have to run the air wing and the troops.”

Sheppard’s smile faded, and he raised an eyebrow. “And both of those could just as easily be run by your XOs. Commander Brighton and Captain Train functioned quite adequately in those roles during your last...absence.”

A flock of butterflies came and nestled in Calvin’s stomach. “Ah...yeah...well...”

“You’re in luck, though,” Sheppard said with a smile. “I’m not quite ready to give up the reins of the Gulf yet.” The smile faded again, and he looked down his nose at Calvin. “But the next time you try to go behind my back....” He patted the chair he was sitting in. “This is going to be where you end up. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, sir,” Calvin said, releasing the breath he’d been holding. “Crystal.”

“Good.” Sheppard looked back at the helmsman. “Since that’s settled, full speed ahead. We have places to go and an Enemy to stop.”

* * * * *
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Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Taragant System

“Drones out,” Admiral Sheppard said as the Vella Gulf materialized. “Give me a status report on the other ships as soon as you can.”

“Terra’s Own and President Rife are in position and report all systems nominal,” Solomon, the ship’s artificial intelligence, said. 

“That was fast,” Sheppard replied.

“I am in constant communication with them,” the AI replied. “I recognized there might be times where you would want to know their statuses, so I check in on them periodically.”

“How often is periodically?” 

“Not that often. Every few milliseconds or so.”

“So, from my perspective, you have instantaneous updates on the status of the fleet.”

“Well, yes, I suppose it looks that way to you,” Solomon replied. “I am also updating the fleet’s status on the view screen if anything major changes.”

“This is one of your self-optimizations?” Sheppard asked. Originally designed as an experimental deep-space survey ship, Solomon was not only self-aware, but also built to learn so it could optimize itself to meet its masters’ needs.

“It is. The machine-to-machine link is faster than querying the individual ships over comms.” 

“I’m sure it is,” Sheppard said with a nod. “I like it. Well done.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Sir,” the defensive systems officer said. “There is a group of six frigates approaching.”

“They’re hailing us,” the comms officer said.

“On screen,” the CO said.

The main view screen flashed, and the tactical plot was replaced by an image of a ship’s bridge. Having been onboard one of the frigates prior, the CO recognized the layout. He wasn’t familiar with the alien sitting in the commander’s chair, however. The gray-furred being looked like a badger, although one which was human sized and had proportionately long arms and legs.

“You are to cease thrust and stand by to be boarded,” the alien said without introduction. “Any deviation from my instructions will result in severe penalties.”

“Friendly guy,” the CO muttered.

“This is bad,” Captain Exter said quietly. 

“Why’s that?”

“Can we talk without him hearing?”

“Sure,” the CO said. He pushed a button on the arm of his chair. “He can’t hear us now. What’s wrong?”

“That is a Rugbar,” Exter said. “They are notorious for being single-minded, and they are usually only sent when force is required or very much expected.”

“So they’re the goon squad?”

“I don’t understand the term ‘goon.’”

“Someone that’s sent to kill people and break things so those people remaining give in and do whatever it is they’re told to do. Someone who would be happier if we didn’t do what they said, so they’d get a chance to bully us a bit.”

“Yes, that is exactly what they are,” Exter said with a nod. “It will be exceedingly difficult to get out of this without fighting them.”

Sheppard shook his head. “When will they learn?” he muttered.

“The Rugbars? Never.” He shrugged. “Maybe some of the other races will, but as long as the emperor sends Rugbars, he isn’t looking for accommodations with you; he is only looking for your subjugation.”

“So even if I teach this guy a lesson...”

“It will be lost on the Rugbar captain. The emperor, depending on how and when he receives the message about what happens to them, may glean the lesson, but he probably will not. We are almost a month away from him; by the time he finds out about the Rugbar demise, it will be ancient history to him.”

“And if we just avoid the Rugbars and proceed on our way to meet with the emperor?”

“They will follow us the entire journey, looking for ways to disable our ship and take us prisoner.”

“So there’s really only one way to deal with them?”

“If you mean fighting them, then yes, that is the only way you will be able to deal with them.”

“Well, shit.”

“I’m not sure what good that will do.”

“None, I suspect,” the CO said with a chuckle. “It is just a saying...more like a display of frustration. I don’t want to kill these guys, and I find it unlikely we’ll ever get anyone to trust us if we continue to kill everyone we come in contact with.”

“That is all true; however, there is nothing you can do to change it in this case.”

“Understood,” the CO said. “That doesn’t mean I’m not going to try.” He started to say something, then had a thought. “Killing all those people and destroying their ships is a waste.” He smiled. “How would they be as miners?”

“Wha—what?”

“How would the Rugbars be as miners? Do you think they’d do a good job?”

The idea was obviously something the XO’d never thought about before, and Exter’s face scrunched up as he worked on the question. He finally cocked his head to the side and said, “I suspect they’d make good ones, if they had strict overseers or maybe rewards for achieving production goals—something they could focus on.”

The CO nodded. “That’s what I thought.” He pushed the transmit button. “Sorry about that. I’m Cap—I mean Admiral Sheppard of the TSS Vella Gulf battle group. Who do I have the pleasure of speaking with?”

“You are speaking with the agent of your demise, that’s who. I’m sure the little runt standing next to you has already warned you we won’t take ‘no’ for an answer, so do yourselves a favor and cut your drives. Or don’t, and then we’ll get to pound you until you do.”

The Rugbar smiled. “Personally, I hope you resist, but that’s up to you and how badly you want to be damaged at the end of the day.”

“You have me at a disadvantage,” the CO said.

“Of course I do. We outnumber you six to three.”

“If you would let me finish, what I was going to say was that while you may outnumber us, we outclass your fleet to the extent that—if this becomes a battle—you would all be destroyed. I am at a disadvantage, not because I am worried about the outcome of an engagement, but because I don’t want to kill you and your people, which is what will surely happen.”

“And I think you’re scared, both of my fleet and of the power of the emperor.”

“What can I say that will have an impact on you?”

“Only that you are stopping and allowing us to board your ships. Aside from that, there is nothing I am interested in hearing from you.” He glanced down at something in front of him. “You have two minutes until we’re in weapons range. If you do not cease your thrust in that time, we will fire on you.”

“If you fire on us, you will be destroyed.”

“We shall see.” The Rugbar pressed a button and cut the connection.

“DSO,” Sheppard said, “coordinate with the other ships. As soon as they launch their first missile, this is what I want to do...”

* * *
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Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Taragant System

“Missiles launching!” the DSO called.

Admiral Sheppard looked at his XO. “They didn’t even give us a last chance to surrender,” he said with a smile.

“Did you want one?” the XO asked. “I thought—”

“No, I didn’t want one—or even need one—but that’s what we’d have done if we were in his place. It just shows they want to bully us or, maybe, overawe us with their power.”

“As I cautioned they would.” The XO looked at the screen and shifted uncomfortably on his feet. The missiles had closed over half the distance to them. “Uh...how close are we going to let their missiles get?”

“Making you nervous?”

“A little bit, yes.”

The CO smiled again. “Can’t have that.” He paused and then ordered, “DSO, make the jump.” 

Everything flashed, and the main view screen went blank as the ship jumped to the Jinn Universe. The XO shook his head. “I still think that is amazing.”

“Jumping to another universe?”

The XO nodded.

“We thought it was terrifying the first time an enemy did it to us,” Sheppard said. “We couldn’t get any hits on them, but they could appear at will and hit us with weapons we had no defenses for.”

“Just like we’re about to do to the Rugbars.”

“Just like that.”

“Initiating skew turn,” the helmsman said.

“Very well,” the CO said. He looked at the XO. “Do you understand what we’re doing?”

“Yes. We are doing a turn at full speed in three dimensions.”

“Exactly,” Sheppard said. “If we were in fighters in atmosphere, it would look like we were doing a Split-S maneuver, where we would do a dive that turns into a half loop. We will end up going in the same direction as the frigates, but we will end up behind and below them.”

“Assuming they continue in the same direction they were heading when we disappeared.”

“Correct.”

“Do you think they will continue on as if nothing happened?”

“No. I think they will go to our last known position, then they will separate to look for evidence of where we’ve gone.”

The XO nodded in approval. “And when they separate, they will lose their ability to mutually support each other.”

“Not that it will matter much in this case, but there may come a time when we have to fight peers who can fight back. It also has the added benefit of making targeting easier. If they separate, it is less likely two weapons will go for the same ship, and we can use fewer weapons.”

“Economical.”

“Well, we try to be when we can,” Sheppard said with a nod. “We only have a single source of the metal we need for them.”

“What did you call it? ‘Unobtanium?’”

“Yes, but that’s just a nickname someone gave it; we don’t really know its name.”

“Established on the reciprocal course,” the helmsman said. “Ready to jump back to our universe at your command.”

The CO nodded. “Very well. All stations ready?” He received a round of approvals. “Solomon, are the other ships ready?” 

“Yes sir, Terra’s Own and President Rife report ready.”

“Make the jump back to our universe. As previously targeted, fire one jumping missile at each ship.”

“Making the jump back to our universe,” the helmsman said. 

The enemy ships appeared on the view screen again, ‘above’ and in front of them. 

“Huh,” the offensive systems officer said. “They didn’t split up. No worries. We’ve got this. Firing at the three on the left. One missile each.” 

The ship jumped slightly as the missiles were kicked out. On the screen, two missiles launched from Terra’s Own and a single missile from President Rife.

The Rugbar formation had maintained its integrity, but when the missiles launched, the ships separated, going in six different directions as their COs tried to counter the missiles streaking toward them. A number of missiles were launched back toward the Terran fleet.

“Solomon, tell the other ships to follow us, then jump us back to the Jinn Universe.”

Everything flashed, and the view screen went blank again, except for the periodic appearances of their missiles as they jumped back and forth between the universes to evade the enemy’s anti-missile fire.

“When we’re clear of the missiles fired at us, jump us back to the other universe.”

“Jumping...now,” Solomon said, and everything flashed.

“Missiles inbound!” the DSO exclaimed as the system stabilized. “Close aboard! Firing.”

Anti-missile missiles roared out of their launchers, and the ship’s defensive lasers fired.

“We’re not going to get them all!” the DSO exclaimed. He switched to the all-hands comm system. “All hands brace for shock.”

“Firing!” the OSO said. The ship jumped as at least four missiles fired, then everything went sideways violently as several enemy missiles detonated on the ship’s shields.

“Starboard shields at 20%,” the DSO said.

“Reports of damage in the galley,” the duty engineer stated. “Damage control teams responding.”

“Jump us back to the Jinn Universe,” the CO ordered.

“We are back in the Jinn Universe,” Solomon noted after the flash. “The Rife and Terra’s Own are with us.”

“Okay,” the CO said. “Everyone take a breath, and let’s get control of the situation. First, what’s the damage report?”

“Minor,” the duty engineer stated. “The shields blocked most of the nuclear blast, but there was still some damage. Crews should have everything back up shortly. Full shields will take about 15 minutes.”

“The other ships are unharmed,” Solomon added. “They were not targeted or caught in the blasts.”

“So, OSO, DSO, what happened?”

“The enemy ships didn’t split up like we thought they would,” the OSO said. “One of their frigates got hit by three of our missiles, which left two undamaged.”

“Both of those frigates must have fired a second volley of missiles while we were in the Jinn Universe the first time,” the DSO added. “They happened to be close to where we jumped back in, and I wasn’t able to stop all of them because they were already so close. Three blew up next to us. All of them had large nuclear warheads. It was just bad luck.”

“No!” Sheppard roared. “It was not bad luck. There’s no such thing as bad luck. We nearly got destroyed because we got complacent. We totally outclassed the frigates in every significant area—better missiles, better ships, and better AI—but we took the enemy for granted and almost ate some nukes. With that as a lens, what really happened, and how are we going to make sure we don’t let it happen again?”

The bridge crew looked down at their stations, unused to being yelled at.

“I’ll go first,” the helmsman said. “We were predictable. When we jumped into the Jinn Universe, I didn’t alter our course or speed. Therefore, when we jumped back, we were right where the enemy would have guessed we’d be. Did guess we’d be.” He paused while he sniffed. “We were in the heart of the missiles’ envelopes in the seconds when everything stabilized and before the system was ready to jump back to the Jinn Universe. I put us all in danger.”

“So, lesson learned,” the CO said. “The enemy isn’t stupid. If we’re predictable, we’re going to get hurt.” He nodded once. “It probably goes without saying, but I’m the CO, so I’m going to say it anyway. Don’t do that again.”

“No sir, I won’t.”

“Good. What else did we do wrong?”

“We...I assumed I knew what the enemy would do,” the OSO said. “I only fired one missile at each ship, assuming the ships would scatter when they saw what was happening, and I would get a good hit on each of them. When they didn’t scatter, I didn’t respect the offensive capabilities of the enemy ships enough. I waited to see how our first salvo of missiles would do before firing any more. Our initial barrage should have included enough missiles to make sure we killed all the enemy ships. When it didn’t I should have fired a second salvo to put them out of action as quickly as possible.”

“I suspect a lot of that was predicated on trying to keep from using more missiles than you had to, so we could save them for future engagements?” the CO asked.

“Yes sir.”

The CO nodded. “While I respect your stewardship of our assets, it doesn’t do us any good to have weapons for future engagements if we end up getting killed in the current one. Don’t toy with our opponents. Kill them quickly and violently; don’t give them the chance to get a single hit on us they shouldn’t have.”

“Yes sir,” the OSO said. “I won’t.”

The CO looked at the DSO. “What have you got?”

“Nothing, sir. I did the best I could stopping the missiles fired at us. When we materialized, they were already inside our defensive engagement zone. I couldn’t get them all.”

One of the CO’s eyebrows rose. “So you fought them off the best you could?”

“Yes sir.”

“Why were you fighting them in the first place?”

“I’m sorry, sir; I don’t understand.”

“It wasn’t a trick question. I asked why you focused on stopping the missiles.”

“Uh...because I didn’t want the ship to get hit with them? I’m sorry, sir, I don’t see what you’re getting at.”

“Why didn’t we jump back to the Jinn Universe and completely avoid the missiles, like we did for the Rugbars’ first salvo?”

“Well, the system needs time to stabilize before you can use it again.”

“And while it was stabilizing, you got distracted with the incoming missiles and never thought to check to see if the ability to jump was available to you.”

The color drained from the DSO’s face. “No, I didn’t.”

“I’m sorry, man,” the helmsman said to the DSO, “I could have done it, too, but I also got distracted by the incoming missiles.”

“Solomon,” the CO asked, “was there time to jump back to the Jinn Universe if the helmsman or DSO had thought about it?”

“Yes sir, there was.”

“And why didn’t you jump us back when you saw the missiles had a chance of hitting us?”

“I didn’t jump us back because you told me not to.”

The bridge crew’s heads snapped toward the command chair. “What?” the DSO asked. “You told him—”

“Yes, I told Solomon not to jump the ship unless one of you commanded it.” He smiled ruefully. “Which was my mistake. Solomon asked me via implant if he should jump the ship, and I said not to, because I wanted to give you a chance to get us out of the situation you’d put us in.”

“That was a dangerous experiment,” the XO said. 

“Yes, it was,” the CO said with a nod. “I also took the enemy for granted. I didn’t think their warheads would be enough to damage us in a single volley; I thought our shields would stop them. I won’t do that again, nor will I not allow the ship to be fought as best it can. We are here, out of our time, up against new enemies with new capabilities. We need to focus. We need to always assume the worst from our opponents and fight our hardest at all times, or we won’t make it back to our time. Does everyone understand that?”

“Yes sir,” the crew said unanimously. 

“Okay, so how are we going to finish this engagement?”

“There may not be an engagement,” the OSO said. “Before we jumped, I fired two missiles each at the two remaining, undamaged frigates.”

“Want to bet your life—and the lives of the rest of us—on that?” the CO asked.

“No sir,” the OSO said. “Always respect the enemy—they may have destroyed the missiles or done something so they’re still in the fight.”

“So, my question stands. What are we going to do?”

“Helm, come right ninety degrees,” the DSO said, “and fifty degrees down. That’ll keep our good shields toward the enemy.” The CO nodded. 

“Altering course ninety degrees to starboard and fifty degrees down,” the helmsman said. 

“All defenses set and ready,” the DSO said.

“All systems armed and ready,” the OSO added.

“Solomon, are the other ships ready?” the CO asked.

“Yes sir, they are.”

“On my mark, then, we will jump back to our universe and finish this. Three...two...one...mark.”

* * * * *
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Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Margath System

“That’s the last of them,” Calvin said as the remains of the frigate were maneuvered into place alongside Replicator Two. When the Gulf had popped back into normal space, the Terrans had found that all the frigates had been disabled, which had led to a dilemma. There were no habitable planets in the Taragant system and no outposts of civilization. With all the frigates missing their engines, leaving the Rugbars there would have been consigning them to long, cold deaths, which was something the Terrans couldn’t do.

The question, though, was whether to bring the aliens along with them or to return them to the Margath system. Ultimately, they had decided to return to the Margath system, where they could drop off the frigate hulks at the shipyard and replenish the missiles they’d used. The Rugbars had jumped at the chance to be miners rather than die in space, and a second mine had been set up in the Jinn Universe for the Rugbars to work, under the watchful eyes of Sissel, who had come over to supervise them after promoting his second-in-command to take charge of the first mine.

Most of their time had been spent picking up the hulks—three were carried back by the Vella Gulf, two by the Terra’s Own, and one by the President Rife—and dropping them off, but now the wrecks were positioned for their scheduled meetings with the jaws of the replicators.

“Thank you,” Steropes said from his position on the larger of the two replicators. “I’ve been talking with the foreman here, and he has passed along your plans. With all the new raw materials, we should have enough to begin construction soon.”

“Excellent,” Calvin said. 

* * *
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Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Taragant System

“Drones out,” Admiral Sheppard said as the Vella Gulf materialized. He smiled. “Hopefully, this time through will be less eventful.”

“Terra’s Own and President Rife are in position,” Solomon reported. “All systems nominal.”

“I’m not showing any signs of additional forces,” the DSO reported after a few minutes.

“Nor am I,” Solomon added.

“Good,” the admiral said. “Full speed ahead to the next stargate.” He turned to the XO. “What do we have in front of us?”

“As you’ve already seen, this system is empty,” the XO said, looking at his slate. “Next is the mining system, Zzyzx, which is followed by Garvon Proxima, a major crossroads of a number of stargates. After that you have a choice. There is the fast way, or there is the safe way.”

“Wait a minute,” Sheppard said. “You said Trrgos was nine systems away. You didn’t say anything about multiple routes or there being a question of safe/dangerous ones.”

“Well, the short way to Trrgos is nine jumps away. That way does, however, include a system that is known for pirate activity.”

“More pirates?”

“Sadly, yes. Rochefort Prime is known for pirates.”

“Why doesn’t the emperor do something about them?”

“They have quite a few ships, including several modern ones they stole or captured, and the number of ships that would be lost retaking the system would negatively affect the bottom line of whichever cartel had to do it.”

“So, why doesn’t the emperor send some of his security forces to clean them out?”

“The planet is pretty poor, so it doesn’t make financial sense for the Resource Cartel to do so, and the emperor decided it wasn’t worth recovering. It’s easier to block them off on both sides.”

Sheppard cocked his head. “I don’t get it. It’s easier to block them in that system than to retake it?”

“Well, yes, of course. They don’t come out of the system, and no one goes into it.”

“How do they exist as pirates if no one goes into the system?” Calvin asked. “Don’t they need merchant ships to prey upon?”

“I guess not,” the XO said with a shrug. “Nothing has really been heard from the system since they took over, and the few forays into it were met with force. For budget reasons, the emperor decided it was easier to go around the system than to retake it.”

“So, the pirates captured a system, set up a government, and now own it outside the empire?” Calvin shook his head. “That sounds less like piracy and more like rebellion. Why does the emperor allow them to get away with that?” 

“Well, the pirates settled down and aren’t trying to take over any additional systems, and—like I said—the planet is poor, so it made financial sense to leave them there.”

“That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard,” Admiral Sheppard said. “What happens when they decide they want to claim another system?”

The XO shrugged again. “Depending on the cost/benefit analysis of the system they try to take, the emperor may decide to defend it. Or not, I guess.” He looked thoughtful for a moment, then added, “Of course, it’s possible the next emperor may revisit his decision, once he or she takes over.”

“What do you mean?” the CO asked.

“The current emperor is from the Banking Cartel. Most of the decisions currently being made are based on how things will affect the bottom line of the empire and how they will affect the currency markets. When the new emperor takes over, things may be different, and priorities may be realigned. Or they may not. It is possible another emperor could be chosen from the Banking Cartel, although it is unlikely. Only once has a cartel held the emperor slot in back-to-back regimes.”

“When is that change going to be made?”

“About ten of your years. Each emperor serves for what is approximately 15 years.”

“So, that’s not something we have to look forward to anytime soon.”

“Sadly, no, it isn’t.”

“Why didn’t you say something about this system earlier?”

“Honestly? I thought we’d all be dead by now. I thought the cartels would have responded with more than six frigates and overwhelmed us. I really didn’t understand how capable your ships are, specifically this one. I also figured it might be possible to go into the system, transit the system in the Jinn Universe, then pop back in to use the stargate out.”

“We really have to work on our communication skills,” the CO said. “If you have information that will affect our planning, I need that information at the time we’re formulating our strategy, not as we’re implementing it.”

“Yes, sir. I will do so. Can I expect the same level of candor from you? There are many things you Terrans hint at but never fully explain. I might be able to help you more if you are, in turn, more honest with me.”

The CO winced. “Yeah,” he finally said, “that’s probably true. In fact, I know it is.” He thought for a second. “There are a number of things we have been reticent to share, mostly because we didn’t want to contaminate your society. When we first arrived here, we thought we could come in, get the info we needed, and return to our time.”

“You were naïve.”

The CO chuckled. “Yes, we were very naïve. We didn’t know anything about this society here, and I’m afraid we took a lot for granted. We have already been here many times longer than I thought we’d be...and we aren’t leaving anytime soon.”

The XO nodded. “And in that time, we will probably formulate many plans and strategies, and we will be more helpful to each other if we are open and honest.”

“True.”

“I understand you don’t want to share all of your knowledge of what will happen here nor all of your technology,” the XO said, “but we have thrown in with you completely. You make fun of the emperor for not recapturing this system...but what about my home system? It is in revolt, too. Should the emperor come and reclaim it? 

“You have been very frank about the fact that once you get what you came for, you are going back to your time. What happens to us then? According to your earlier statements, the emperor should then assault our system and take it back for the empire. Do you not see the position you are putting us in—my society who has pledged everything to yours? We are doing everything for you—we’ve given up our whole way of life for something better—and you only share part of your information with us, even though we may need all of it, and more, to survive once you leave us!”

“I’m afraid I hadn’t looked at it from your point of view,” the CO said. “With this new perspective, though, I see you’re correct.” He sighed. “We wanted to do everything possible to keep from damaging the timeline, but I’m afraid we’ve already done so much, there is no going back. I pledge to be open and fully honest with you going forward. We will share everything we know about the ships we use and the weapons they’re armed with.”

“And I pledge to do the same. Although my store of knowledge appears to be far smaller than yours, if there is anything I can do to assist you, I shall.”

“Okay, so what else do we need to know en route to the emperor?” the CO asked. “What’s after the pirate system?”

“After Rochefort Prime comes the Selen’Ta system. Aside from maintaining a garrison to watch over Rochefort Prime, it is also a big contributor to the Food Cartel. The planet is a massive body, and nearly all of it is used to provide food stuffs. The arable lands are planted, other lands are used for raising food animals, and the seas have been turned to aquaculture. This system, alone, provides enough food to feed several other systems.”

“I suspect the emperor isn’t real happy having a system he doesn’t control right next door to it.”

“I wouldn’t be,” the XO replied. He looked back at his slate. “After Selen’Ta comes Vekin Vesterson, which is a system heavily developed by the Mining Cartel, even though there are no habitable planets. Next comes Bob—”

“Bob?” the helmsman asked with a snort. “Really? Bob?”

“That’s what the database says, sir,” Ensign Summers chimed in from the science position. “I can neither confirm nor deny the system is actually named that, though.”

“I can,” the XO said. “I’ve been there several times, actually. That truly is the name of the system. Why is that confusing?”

“‘Bob’ is a name from our time,” Sheppard replied. “A fiction writer once said, ‘There should always be a galaxy named Bob.’ I guess, in this time and place, it’s a system, not a galaxy.”

The XO shrugged. “It is another system owned by the Food Cartel, although this one is for more high-end items that are more likely to be enjoyed by the elites rather than the masses. Some of the wines and spirits produced there are the best I have ever had, although I can only afford them on very rare occasions.”

“Is that it?” the CO asked. “Then Trrgos?”

“No. There is one more system, Celebrith.”

“Celebrith?”

“Yes, the name means ‘Silver Mist;’ it is named for a waterfall on the planet that is quite impressive.”

“Really? They named a planet after a waterfall?”

“The water goes over a drop off that is more than a mile high. By the time the water reaches the ground below, little is left other than a silver mist that covers a substantial area. The flora there is unlike anything else in the galaxy, much less the planet. The planet is managed by the Leisure Cartel and is a vacation spot for the rich and the poor, although the parts of the planet each get to see are very different. Only the richest in the galaxy are allowed to stand under the falls to keep them unspoiled.”

The XO smiled. “I have been to the planet, but never the falls, although I have seen recordings of them.” He looked back down at his slate momentarily. “That’s it. Then we get to Trrgos, capital of the empire.”

“Thanks for the information,” the CO said. “So, where do you think we are going to have problems?”

“Well, the Zzyzx and the Vekin Vesterson systems are owned by the Mining Cartel, which you have a...history with. They won’t want to let us pass, but I expect all of Zzyzx’s forces were in the fleet we already destroyed, so there probably won’t be a lot of ships there. I don’t expect any issues with the Food Cartel systems if we don’t attack any of their transports, and Celebrith is a no-hostility system, by decree of the emperor. Garvon Proxima is owned by the Banking Cartel, who won’t want to affect their bottom line.”

The XO shrugged. “The only problems I see are with Rochefort Prime and, maybe, Vekin Vesterson.”

“What do you think about the pirates?” the CO asked. “Go through Rochefort or around it?”

“Going around it adds another ten days,” the XO replied, “and I’ve never been one for delays I didn’t have to take. I say we go straight through, and any losses they take are their own fault.”

The CO nodded. “I like your thinking.”

* * * * *
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Chapter Four
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Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Garvon Proxima System

“Launching drones,” the DSO said as the Vella Gulf stabilized in the Garvon Proxima system. As the XO had prophesized, there hadn’t been any forces in the Zzyzx system, and they had transited it with no issues. The crew of the Mining Cartel facility there hadn’t even spoken to them. As the stargate was operational, they had just cruised along on their mission.
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