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    Teleport This 
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    So here we are at the beginning of the 21st century on Earth and, in all fairness, it’s a pretty exciting time to be on the planet. The Boy Bands of the 90s no longer plague civilization and erectile dysfunction medication has surpassed feminine hygiene products as the most embarrassing television commercial to watch in a family setting. Truly, it was the dawn of a golden age. 
 
    On the scientific front, technological breakthroughs seem to be occurring faster than most people can keep up with. It was almost as if nature had planted its feet firmly in the ground and dared mankind to figure it all out. Science accepted the challenge and picked up the gauntlet, flinging it back at nature, religion, government, really anyone that would listen, with a ‘don’t tell us, we’ll tell you’ attitude. Mankind now finds itself riding along the base of an exponential curve with the slope increasing every decade. 
 
    Our story begins with two guys and a bit of luck. We can decide later if it was good luck or bad. This bit of luck takes our exponential curve and, in a matter of seconds, turns it into a vertical line. 
 
    Simon Jensen and Gilbert Wilson are theoretical physicists that specialize in understanding what makes our universe tick and, over the past few months, they have made a series of discoveries that has, for want of a better term, put them in a tizzy. They have remained in this tizzy for quite a while since, first, they didn’t understand what they had discovered and, second, exactly how they came upon it. 
 
    Here’s a true story: A group of friends go to the racetrack. One person is an expert on betting the ponies and employs a time-tested system that consistently produces winners. Another member of the group had never been to the track and seemed to be making random bets, but winning almost every race, while, for some inexplicable reason, our expert was losing. Now, as is often the case, this run of bad luck infuriated our expert who demanded to know the secret system his friend was using. The friend replied that he was just betting the odds-on favorite for each race, but this only further enraged our expert as he knew the favorites weren’t coming in, so he grabbed his friend’s racing book only to discover that his friend was indeed betting the favorites, however, the racing book was open to the wrong day.  
 
    Now this type of occurrence happens more often than sane people care to admit and usually cannot be substantiated due to the amount of alcohol involved or the altercations that follow. 
 
    Simon and Gilbert’s discovery occurred in somewhat the same fashion as described above except that instead of a racetrack, it was the universe, instead of a racing form, it was a radio telescope and instead of looking at the wrong day, they were looking at the wrong reality. 
 
    Smart people never try to figure out why they’re lucky, they just hope their luck holds out and then never talk about it again believing any mention of the occurrence will jinx its return. Unfortunately, good luck will stop intelligent people dead in their tracks, causing them to immediately stop what they’re doing so they can try and figure out what just happened, ending their run of luck before the majority of them even realize it began. Simon and Gilbert are extremely intelligent so it’s not surprising that they never even considered that it was luck. In fact, the closest they came was when, for a short time, they believed that The Force was with them. 
 
    Here’s what they discovered: Life exists all over the universe and it is in fact so abundant that it doesn’t go out of its way to find more of itself. Instead, it sits back and waits for other cultures to reach a level of technology that enables them to discover everyone else. And it’s the massive hugeness of everything else that really staggers your imagination. This had to be how Tarzan felt, living in the jungle all those years, those other apes starting to look pretty damn good, then Bam!, he’s in England and he’s thinking to himself, “What the hell, where did all this come from?” 
 
    “What the hell!” 
 
    “Where did all that come from?” 
 
    “Quick, turn it off! We’ve got to try and figure out what just happened,” was pretty much the way the conversation went that first time our boys did that thing that accidentally discovered everyone else in the universe. A few weeks later, they were ready to turn their equipment back on again. They had analyzed what had transpired and had figured out why they saw what they did.  
 
    Here’s what they saw: Precise energy signals traveling millions of times faster than the speed of light, flooding our galaxy and connecting to others. Now they didn’t know exactly what they saw, to them it just looked like one of those elapsed time photographs with the exposure open so the trees and buildings are standing still, but the people and cars going by are just blurry streaks of color and light. It’s a cool trick when you do it on the local street with your buddies, but completely mind blowing when it happens to the universe. What they saw was the usual cosmic picture of galactic clusters and dust clouds, but with connections, almost like a child’s connect-the-dots game. Not every star had a connection, but thousands did. 
 
    So back to our boys getting lucky. This was a new experience for them. If you ask Simon if he ever got lucky, he’ll tell you about his one special time during a calculus exam when he had no idea how to solve the problem, flipped a mental coin and wrote down ‘by inspection, the solution is infinity.’ He received full credit for that answer and maintained his perfect 4.0 GPA. 
 
    If you ask Gilbert if he was ever lucky, he’ll tell you about his one special time with a girl named Debbie. Gilbert tends to be invited out more than Simon. 
 
    Even though their equipment was only turned on for a few minutes that first day, they recorded enough data to keep themselves busy for weeks. They alternated between analyzing the recorded data and analyzing the equipment configuration. You see, they discovered that their equipment settings had been modified in such a way that it was impossible to determine if actual genius or plain stupidity was responsible. The boys had set up the equipment on the previous day and then had only performed a cursory examination prior to powering up and didn’t notice the subtle changes to the remote components. Now, after a full review, neither of them could come up with a plausible explanation as to why or how it was changed. This did not stop either one of them from trying to claim credit for it. After all, our boys are scientists and stealing credit is half the fun. 
 
    Gilbert tested the water, “Let’s see, we locked up for the night, left the lab, ate dinner and then split up. Did you return to the lab and change the setup?” 
 
    “Sure did,” replied Simon. 
 
    “When?” asked Gilbert. “Before or after midnight?”  
 
    “Oh, definitely after midnight,” Simon replied. 
 
    “Then I’m surprised that I didn’t meet up with you when I went back to change it,” countered Gilbert, “but, by then, the sun was coming up.” 
 
    “You must have been to the lab in-between my two visits,” said Simon. 
 
    “You were only there twice?” questioned Gilbert. “I was back and forth to the lab a bunch of times.” 
 
    They went on like this for a bit longer, but their hearts weren’t in it. They both knew they needed a reasonable explanation as to why the equipment had been configured in that precise manner to back up any claim and the discussion soon changed from who and when to why. This was a much shorter conversation since documented notes are the only things that stand up under scrutiny and neither had them. So an alliance was formed (oh yes, these are the kind of guys that considered it to be a rebel alliance) and they set out to do the only thing they could under the circumstances; reverse engineer their discovery and develop a plausible series of experimentation that leads to it. This will then become their starting point so that the whole thing looks like they actually knew what they were doing from the get go and the Nobel Prize in physics is then assured. 
 
    Here’s how the equipment actually became reprogrammed: It is an unfortunate truth that the job of Security Guard doesn’t pay well, which always seems strange since you’re usually entrusting an extremely important responsibility to the very people you’re deliberately underpaying. So instead of valuing their work and worrying about losing their job, security guards spend most of their time coming up with different ways of supplementing their income. Now when a local, low-budget movie producer wants a realistic background, it’s much easier, and a hell of a lot cheaper, just to bribe a security guard and use an actual lab instead of investing the time and expense of mocking up a full set.  
 
    “Okay, Jimmy,” said the low-budget movie director, “here’s your hundred bucks.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mr. Smith,” said Jimmy the security guard. “Just make sure nobody touches anything.” 
 
    “Sure thing, Jimmy,” replied the director. Jimmy, the security guard, returned to his desk. 
 
    “Okay, Lilah,” said the director, “here’s the scene. You come into the lab to meet your father, but his assistant has him tied to the chair and is trying to get the location of the zombie army out of him. You’re mad and upset at first, but then you realize that you love him. Got it?” 
 
    “Got it,” said Lilah. “I’m mad at my father, but then I realize I love him.” 
 
    “Not your father,” corrected the director, “the assistant. You love the assistant. Your father raised the zombie army from the dead and tried to use it to kill you so you’re mad at him. Got it?” 
 
    “Got it,” said Lilah. “Love the assistant, mad at Dad.” 
 
    “Great, baby, now go get into your bikini and heels,” said the director. “Joey, how does the set look?” 
 
    “Kind of dull since none of this electronic stuff is turned on,” replied Joey. “We can dub beeping sounds in later, but it would look a hell of a lot more realistic if we had flashing lights or something.” 
 
    “Right, got ya, flashing lights,” said the director as he paused to think for a second. “Hey, Freddie, see if you can make these gizmos look interesting, will ya?” 
 
    Now it turns out that Freddie is the team’s sound man and general purpose engineer and does, in fact, possess enough basic knowledge to actually find the master power switch, but switching it on only lit up a small percentage of the lights and gauges; it didn’t make things real interesting like the boss wanted it. Freddie then noticed a very inviting keypad labeled ‘SEQUENCER START’ so he entered in the lotto numbers he had been playing every week for the past year under the assumption that they must be good for something and, what do you know, not only did Freddie manage to get all the lights flashing in a real interesting sort of way, he also programmed the equipment’s imaging parameters in such a way that it now understood what the color blue tastes like. Freddie is a smart guy and knew he got lucky with the flashing lights. He was also smart enough to power everything back down when the shoot was done and wipe off his prints. 
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    Now, as previously mentioned, Simon and Gilbert spent a lot of very focused time reverse engineering their discovery. They were a couple weeks into it when Gilbert received a call from his mother.  
 
    “So when are you coming home for a visit?” Mrs. Wilson asked. 
 
    “I’m in the middle of something, Mom,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “So? Are you too busy for a weekend visit with your mother and father?” 
 
    “Yes, Mom, I am.” 
 
    “So what’s keeping you so busy? Did you meet a nice girl?” 
 
    “No, Mom, I haven’t.” 
 
    “Are you hooked on online poker? Your father and I saw a show about it, how it can take over your life and how some people lose all their money. Did you lose all your money?” 
 
    “No, Mom, I haven’t lost any money and I’m not hooked on online poker.” 
 
    “What about internet porn? Your father and I saw another show about how internet porn can be like a drug addiction. Some people get so hooked that they spend all their time looking at internet porn. Is that what you’re doing, are you spending all your time surfing internet porn?” 
 
    “No, Mom, I’m not hooked on internet porn either.” 
 
    “I don’t know which would be worse,” said Gilbert’s mother. “Online poker or an internet porn addiction. At least I could tell my friends about it if it was online poker. I’d probably tell them it was online poker even if it was internet porn. Especially if it was that kinky stuff, you know, with all the extra people and those crazy gadgets.” 
 
    “Come on, Mom, I’d rather not have a conversation with you about porn, kinky or otherwise.” Gilbert thought for a second and added, “And just how do you know so much about internet porn?” 
 
    “You just have to google one naughty word and all types of stuff pop up,” replied his mother. “I was online looking for hair tints and had a typo and you wouldn’t believe what came up. It kept your father busy for days. Now are you coming over Friday night or are we coming out there on Saturday?” 
 
    So while trying to erase all thoughts of his parents and internet porn from his mind, Gilbert informed Simon that he will be away for the weekend. 
 
    “That’s why I’m glad my family is on the east coast,” responded Simon. 
 
    “I’ll be back on Sunday. You can call my cell if anything interesting happens.” 
 
    It was early on Sunday afternoon that Gilbert sent Simon a text, letting him know that he had done his penance in purgatory, a.k.a. Irvine, California, and was returning to the land of the living. They planned to meet up in their lab later that day. 
 
    Gilbert and Simon lived and worked in Pasadena, California, and their lab was actually rented space in a nearby industrial complex. Though the lab contained a wide variety of equipment necessary to their extracurricular activity, much of it homemade, the major components, such as the various telescopes and supercomputers they used were tens, hundreds and sometimes thousands of miles away.  
 
    As previously stated, Simon and Gilbert were theoretical physicists, at least that’s what it said on their business cards. In actuality, they were more of a combination of theoretical and experimental physicists, which meant that not only did they think up some pretty incredible stuff, they also had the technical ability to prove or disprove their theories. They had degrees in physics, astrophysics, mathematics, computer science, engineering – the list goes on for a bit, and they both worked in the physics department at the California Technological Institute. You may think that their jobs provided them with access to all sorts of neat things for them to play around with, but it didn’t. With thousands of people from all over the globe vying to use the same equipment, Simon and Gilbert found their access to be quite limited. 
 
    What their jobs did do, or more directly, what their boss did in an effort to reduce spending and stay within his department budget, was to assign them the task of writing an equipment timesharing program instead of hiring an outside consulting company to do the job. This program would allow people from all over the world to register and schedule time on the multitude of equipment owned or managed by the institute, provided they had the proper clearance. Simon and Gilbert shamelessly took advantage of this opportunity, as well as their newly acquired network authorization, and created a remote link to their private lab where they could analyze the heavens at their leisure, piggybacked on whatever data stream was coming in or by commanding the equipment themselves unnoticed during many of the phony calibration or diagnostic routines they had inserted into the schedule. 
 
    “Hey, Simon, miss me?” Gilbert asked as he met Simon at their lab  
 
    “Not really,” said Simon. “I’ve been pretty busy, Gil. I think I figured out how to interpret the signals we discovered.” 
 
    “Impossible,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “I’m serious,” countered Simon. “I was analyzing the way the top layer seems to pulsate and repeat so I calculated some threshold levels and shoved the whole thing into a binary filter. I took the output of that and ran it through a decryption algorithm I got from a friend at Langley. Then I ran the output of that through a series of translation programs” 
 
    “What in the world made you do all that?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Boredom, mostly,” replied Simon. 
 
    “Ah, so you did miss me,” said Gilbert. “What did you come up with?” 
 
    “This,” said Simon, handing Gilbert a stack of papers. “Read the top sheet.” 
 
    Gilbert glanced down and began to read the short, simple decoded message, “Greetings. Do not be alarmed. You have discovered us. We do not care. We send instructions to access.” Gilbert leafed through the rest of the pages. They looked like mathematical gibberish. 
 
    “Very funny,” said Gilbert as he handed the papers back. 
 
    “I’m dead serious,” said Simon. “Those other hundred pages are some of the most kick-ass programming scripts that use the craziest functions and transforms I’ve ever seen. I don’t understand a tenth of it, but I figured out how to program it into the system.” 
 
    “Still not believing,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “Check this out,” Simon pointed to his computer monitor. “I followed their instructions and built a signal interface program. I can communicate with them.” 
 
    “Not one word am I currently believing,” said Gilbert. “Not only is your entire premise beyond belief, but not even you would be presumptuous enough to contact extraterrestrial life as the sole representative of all mankind.” 
 
    “Sure I would,” said Simon. “I did it while you were away. They sent me an SDK.” 
 
     Here’s what really happened while Gilbert was away visiting his parents; Simon, representing all mankind, passed the second intelligence test by decoding the communication signal layer just as he said he did. Decoding the communication layer is actually meant to be fairly straightforward since the hard part is usually detecting the signal in the first place. The basic thought is that if a civilization has the technology to detect the signal and communicate back, then it should be invited to the party, provided it meets certain requirements. The entire process is very similar to applying for a bank loan, but instead of running a check on your credit history, it runs a check on your actual history. A big focus is on a civilization’s aggressiveness, but there are over a thousand other cultural parameters taken into consideration. It uses all this to derive what is known as the Congeniality Index. The higher the CI, the better that world will fit in. 
 
    Once Simon figured out the math, developed the code for the interface and responded with “Hello, my name is Simon,” an automated process put itself in gear and began evaluating mankind. Undetectable probes zeroed in on Earth, picking up all terrestrial communications and tapping into the internet, as well as a lot of very secret intranets. The whole of human knowledge, history and culture was being analyzed. Unbeknownst to them, the human race was being weighed and measured. 
 
    Now you might think that this would be a lengthy process, what with the probes and all, but this is an established operation and it is driven by a technology that moves at millions of times the speed of light so it was only hours later that Simon received a response.  
 
    The response read, “Hello, Simon. Thank you for contacting us. We invite you to visit us and have sent you the manufacturing instructions for a teleportation portal. As you will see, it can be constructed and powered from readily available resources. We estimate it will take you approximately four weeks to complete it. The destination is preset and will send you directly to our facility. We look forward to meeting you. No further communications are necessary.” 
 
    The Earth and mankind had been deemed acceptable. The Earth was now part of the universe’s connect-the-dots game. 
 
    Gilbert reread the message for the umpteenth time. “Do you realize what this message means?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh sure,” said Simon. “They’re here, maybe not in person, but they’ve learned enough to communicate directly in English and with fairly good grammar. So either they got here and learned everything there is to learn super-fast or they’ve been here all along waiting for someone to contact them. Either way, we’re in the hot seat.” 
 
    “What do you think we should do?” asked Gilbert. “Should we contact the government? Maybe the DOD or NASA?” 
 
    “I’ve seen enough TV shows,” said Simon, “to know that in situations like these you never contact the government. They send out a super-secret agency guy who takes everything you got and then makes it seem like you either disappeared or got hit by a truck or something where the body can’t be recognized. Then they keep you on ice in case they need more info from you later. Once they don’t think you can give them any new information, you’re gone.” 
 
    “I never realized you watched so much TV,” said Gilbert. “Well, you did mention one important thing and that was ice, though I don’t want to be kept on it. Instead, I suggest we put some in a couple of glasses and surround it with alcohol to aid our thinking.” 
 
    “I was just waiting for you,” said Simon. “You know I hate to think alone.” 
 
    So it was just over an hour later that our boys convinced themselves to at least look at the teleport plans before making a decision to contact anyone; whether it be the government, the press or their colleagues. Gilbert didn’t want to admit it, but he’d seen some of those same TV shows. 
 
    Looking over the plans quickly turned into making a list of the necessary materials and in no time at all that turned into developing a detailed project plan. Before they knew what hit them, they had taken a leave of absence from their jobs and began working fulltime with Simon writing the code and Gilbert assembling the teleport station. 
 
    One night, after dinner, Gilbert brought up a topic that both of them had been avoiding, “Hey Simon, do you have any idea how any of this stuff we’re building actually teleports a person through space faster than the speed of light?” 
 
    “No,” said Simon, shaking his head. “Not one bit. Every so often I think I get a glimmer of understanding, but then I look at the next piece of the puzzle and it’s like what the heck are we doing.” 
 
    “That’s good,” said Gilbert. “I wanted to make sure it wasn’t just me. Makes you feel a bit apprehensive, doesn’t it? I mean, sooner or later one of us will have to get onto that thing and wave bye-bye while the other watches. And this thing generates enough power to fry someone all nice and toasty. Makes me just a tad nervous, getting in that thing with no idea of what makes it go.” 
 
    Simon thought about it for a second and said, “Thousands of people travel on planes every day with absolutely no understanding of jet engines or the physics around lift or anything else that makes them fly without any problem at all.” 
 
    “True,” said Gilbert, “but many of those people take a valium before they board.” 
 
    “My point still stands,” said Simon. “You don’t have to know how a thing works to use it. Millions of people use microwave ovens every day with absolutely no idea how they work other than it has something to do with microwaves and they only know that because it’s in the name. If they had been named Super-Speedy ovens, most people wouldn’t even know about the microwaves.” 
 
    “I’m not arguing your point,” said Gilbert. “I’m just trying to understand how it applies to our situation. Are you suggesting that we hire someone to hypnotize us into thinking we’re getting on a plane or heating up pizza instead of attempting to teleport across the universe?” 
 
    “Of course not,” said Simon. “I’m just saying that we shouldn’t be so worried just because it’s not our design and we don’t fully understand how it works.” 
 
    “Don’t fully understand it?” said Gilbert. “Near as I can tell, we’re going to put ourselves inside a homemade, time varying, electro-magnetic quantum accelerator and blast ourselves into oblivion. I’m a little bit more than worried.” 
 
    “I can understand that,” said Simon. “We just need to take certain precautions.” 
 
    Now teleportation is in fact a fairly safe way of traveling. It allows practically instantaneous travel all over the universe, provided you have a reservation. Here’s how it works; think of an open map with a starting point, a destination and some distance in-between. Now fold up the map so the start and finish points are on top of each other, say the magic word and presto, you’re there. Now in reality, instead of a magic word there’s a space-time generator that takes the pristine logic of our universe, pours it into a meat grinder and combines points A and B while you pass through. Easy for you and me, tough on the universe. Fortunately the universe has been around for a while and it can take the abuse. 
 
    So a few weeks later, when the teleport station was completed and a few basic tests had been run, Simon brought home a guinea pig. A note was affixed to the guinea pig’s collar, power was applied and the guinea pig vanished. A few minutes later, the guinea pig reappeared. 
 
    The original note had read, “Testing the apparatus, please return the animal to us as an indication of a successful transfer.” 
 
    The return note on the guinea pig simply read, “Come on in, the water’s fine.”   
 
    “Now I don’t know if that makes me feel better or worse,” Gilbert said about the return message. 
 
    “I think it’s a very calculated response,” said Simon. “Just the right amount of nonchalance to put us at ease.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s some kind of trap?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “No,” said Simon. “I just think that every step of this is part of a well thought out plan. On their side, I mean.” 
 
    “How’s the guinea pig?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Seems fine,” said Simon. “No physical or mental side effects. He doesn’t even seem to have noticed that anything out of the ordinary has happened.” 
 
     “Good for him,” said Gilbert. “I, on the other hand, could use some reassurance.” The boys poured themselves some reassurance and continued their conversation. “Look, we’ve reached that big fork in the road where we have to decide whether we continue on our own or make a call.” Gilbert was trying his hardest to sound like the voice of reason, but failing miserably. No scientist ever wants to turn his work over to someone else. 
 
    Simon thought about it and responded, “Let’s be honest with ourselves, not only do we have the intelligence to continue on, we’ve spent the last ten years of our lives analyzing each episode of Star Trek and Doctor Who and every other sci-fi show in preparation for just this opportunity. We can’t wimp out now. It’s fate. Or maybe destiny, I can’t keep those two straight.” 
 
    “You mean fate,” said Gilbert. “People don’t have a choice with fate. You can choose your destiny. I’m starting to think it was all just dumb luck and now we’re tangled up in it.” 
 
    “Synchronicity, man,” said Simon. “That’s what it’s all about.” 
 
    “Call it whatever you want,” said Gilbert. “It doesn’t matter, we’re screwed.” 
 
    “So we’re going?” asked Simon. 
 
    “One of us,” said Gilbert. “The other stays put as backup.” 
 
    “Okay, who goes?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Since we’re riding the fate train,” said Gilbert, “there’s only one way to decide.” 
 
    So after Gilbert won the coin toss, cut the high card and threw box cars, Simon agreed that he should be the one to go. 
 
    “Can’t argue with fate,” said Simon. 
 
    “No, you can’t,” said Gilbert, not wanting to correct Simon since it must have been destiny that gave him the foresight to carry that two-headed coin, stack the deck and palm the loaded dice. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    It was a short time later when Gilbert stepped onto the teleport, nodded to Simon and said, “Energize.” 
 
    Gilbert disappeared in a quick fizzle leaving Simon to wonder if he had just sent his friend on the trip of a lifetime or killed him dead. Simon thought about it a moment longer and decided either way, he sent his friend off on a trip of a lifetime. 
 
    Gilbert and Simon had speculated on the duration and comfort they might experience during the teleport. Based on the elapsed time of the guinea pig’s journey, it seemed likely to expect the trip to take only a few minutes, if that. Since the guinea pig was returned with a note, they also surmised that someone or something was at the other end waiting for them. They also assumed that since the guinea pig was returned, Gilbert would be able to return. They agreed that Gilbert would return or send a message back to Simon as soon as he could. 
 
    It was with these expectations that Gilbert stepped onto the teleport. He knew that in the next minute or so he would be conversing with someone not of Earth. He just wasn’t sure if it would be St. Peter or E.T. 
 
    The trip was, in fact, so close to instantaneous that Gilbert barely had any sensation of movement. One second he was in the lab looking at Simon and the next he was standing in what looked to be a somewhat stark, but nicely kept room. 
 
    “I’ll be there in a second,” a voice said.  
 
    Gilbert evaluated his surroundings. The room contained a sofa and arm chairs arranged around a coffee table.  Is this the way this room always looked or was it done up special to put him at ease? The voice spoke in a very informal tone without any accent, hard to believe it may have only recently learned English. Try as he might, Gilbert found it hard to imagine that voice coming from something non-human, but he was preparing himself for the worst. It was almost anticlimactic when a very normal looking man entered the room a minute later. 
 
    “Hello,” he said, extending his hand. “You must be Simon. My name is Jon. A pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    “Actually, my name is Gilbert,” said Gilbert as he took the outstretched hand, “I’m an associate of Simon’s and the pleasure is mine, I assure you. Where are we, Jon?” 
 
    “Oh, quite far from where you were a few minutes ago,” said Jon. “A different galaxy entirely, I believe. Does that bother you?” 
 
    “No, not really,” said Gilbert. “Should it?” 
 
    “Well,” said Jon with a shrug, “some people it does and some people it doesn’t. Most get used to it.” 
 
    “Where are you from, Jon?” 
 
    “Not Earth, Gilbert, but someplace like it.” 
 
    “Are you human?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Close enough,” said Jon. “I’m sure if you compared all 25,000 genes in our respective DNA strands, you may find a few differences here and there, but nothing all that significant.” 
 
    “What is this place?” asked Gilbert as he looked around at his surroundings. 
 
    “This is the Initial Contact Center,” said Jon. “And, as the name implies, this is where we monitor and manage the integration of newly discovered worlds such as yours.” 
 
    “What exactly do you mean by managing the integration?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    Jon’s face went entirely blank of expression and he yelled out, “We are the Borg, resistance is futile!” 
 
    “What!” exclaimed Gilbert. 
 
    “Ha!” said Jon. “Just kidding, I really had you going there for a minute, didn’t I? You should have seen your face. I’ll show you the video later, believe me, you’ll laugh.” Jon motioned to the sofa and he and Gilbert sat down. “Managing the integration is kind of like the first few dates with a new girl. You chat it up a bit to get a feel for each other and then you make some decisions on how far you want to take the relationship.” 
 
    “And what happens if you decide the relationship won’t work out?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “No need to think about that,” said Jon. “You’ve already made it to first base. The only question is if and when we go all the way.” 
 
    “And ‘going all the way’ means what?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Same here as it does there,” said Jon. “Applied to our little situation, it means full disclosure with Earth’s governments on what’s what and who’s who in the universe. But don’t worry, I think that’s still a bit further down the road.” 
 
    “Why is that?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Earth is in a volatile phase,” said Jon. “And it will likely take some number of decades for it to level out. And since there’s no need for us to make our presence known, we’ll just let it play out and loop back in fifty years or so.” 
 
    “So you don’t intervene and help out newly found planets?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “No, we don’t,” said Jon. “I’m afraid we’re not set up for that type of involvement.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” said Gilbert. 
 
    “You need to think of it in larger terms,” said Jon. “Oh sure, Earth would get a lot out of the exchange, but what do we get out of it? No offense, but the planets that contact us are what we consider underdeveloped and they don’t have anything to offer that we haven’t seen before. Think of it as an adaptation of Star Trek’s Prime Directive, but instead of non-interference based on respect for other civilizations, we just don’t want to put ourselves out.” 
 
    “I can’t help but think that that’s a very irresponsible position,” said Gilbert. “And how do you know so much about Star Trek?” 
 
    “Think about it,” said Jon. “One of the best ways to understand how a civilization will respond to extraterrestrial contact is to peruse their literature on the subject. I’m sorry that you think we’re an irresponsible society, but put yourself in our place, a multitude of planets with billions of people each, all needing to be babysat because we plopped ourselves down in the middle and waved ‘hi.’ That’s an immense undertaking.” 
 
    “I suppose so,” said Gilbert. “Well, at least there are people such as yourself that feel strongly enough about us so-called underdeveloped civilizations to watch out for us and monitor us here at this facility.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, as to that,” said Jon, “most of this operation is automated and doesn’t require a lot of supervision.” 
 
    “So how many people are here now?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Just me,” said Jon. “And you.” 
 
    “Wow, okay, well at least you’re here,” said Gilbert, “doing your job, a job that must give you a great deal of personal satisfaction, knowing that what you do may help billions of people.” 
 
    “About that,” said Jon. “I don’t really work here so much as it’s a court ordered community service stint I have to do to avoid some really serious prison time.” 
 
    “What?” said Gilbert, as he tried to get a grip on the situation. 
 
    “Can you hang on a second?” said Jon. “I’ve got a call coming in that I really have to take.” 
 
    So while Gilbert sat on that comfortable sofa in that stark, but tastefully decorated room, trying to convince himself that this was just some type of test or joke or combination test-joke, and that he and the Earth weren’t about to get royally screwed, Jon moved out of earshot to take his call. 
 
    “Hello,” said Jon in a somewhat singsong voice.  
 
    “Hello, Jon,” said a much more serious tone. “It’s Macnair.” 
 
    “Macnair, wow, great to hear from you,” said Jon. “How have you been? How’d you get this number? 
 
    “It wasn’t easy,” said Macnair. “But I’ve still got a few contacts here and there.” 
 
    Now Jon tried very hard not to show it, but he was very concerned that Macnair was able to track him down. If Jon had known more about Macnair, he wouldn’t have been so surprised. You see, Macnair saying that he still has a few contacts is like the Amazon rain forest saying it still has a few trees. Macnair being able to contact him was just the first step in arranging a face to face meeting and that was something that Jon didn’t want to happen. Macnair is what could only be described as an intergalactic mob boss, one that currently finds himself in a tight spot and that’s the worst kind. Macnair is being indicted on a multitude of very serious charges, most of which stem from a single testimony given in exchange for an extremely reduced sentence. 
 
    “Now look, Macnair, you’re the one that took advantage of me. I thought I was working on a legitimate project.” 
 
    “And the fact that I was paying you five times the going rate didn’t tip you off?” asked Macnair. 
 
    “Sure,” said Jon. “In retrospect the money, the secrecy, the armed guards all seem to point in an illegal direction. Not to mention my being arrested by the Feds, that really gave it away.” 
 
    “You’ve caused me some serious trouble, Jon,” said Macnair. 
 
    “The deed is done,” said Jon. “All the evidence has been collected. Coming after me won’t change anything.” 
 
    “I realize that,” said Macnair. “But you see, for me, it’s the principle of the thing.” 
 
    “Stop it,” said Jon. “I'm getting misty.” 
 
    “I know you think you’re safe there,” said Macnair. “But it’s just as impossible for you to get out as it is for me to get in, but don’t worry, I’m working on it.” 
 
    So am I, thought Jon, but instead he said, “So why’d you call, Macnair, just to give me a heads-up?” Jon knew that the only reason Macnair contacted him was to scare him into doing something stupid. So far it was working halfway, he was becoming scared. 
 
    “It’s all part of the game. I’ll see you soon,” and the line went dead. 
 
    Now Jon was a bit put off by Macnair’s call, but he was able to calm himself down. He wasn’t about to do anything rash. As Macnair alluded to, the ICC was purposely way out of the way and pretty much inaccessible to anyone. It’s set up in this fashion as a countermeasure just in case contact is established with a very advanced and very hostile group of party crashers. It’s designed more as a quarantine center than a welcome center, but nobody ever notices. It’s the decor mostly; a pleasant color scheme and comfortable furniture behind armor plated walls and a toxic atmosphere can give anyone, except a complete paranoid, the wrong impression.    
 
    “Sorry about the interruption. Where were we?” Jon asked, returning his attention to Gilbert. “Oh, yes of course, Earth. Now am I correct in assuming that you and Simon have picked up the universal communication signal all on your own and haven’t told a soul about it?” 
 
    “Err,” was about all Gilbert managed before Jon continued. 
 
    “Because I’m tapped into all of your government agencies, the CIA, NASA, OSI, DOD, National Enquirer, I’m even listening to your president’s phone conversations and not a word of this has been on anyone’s lips over the past four weeks. I also tracked your teleport signal back to a small building with a single occupant whom I’m guessing is Simon.” 
 
    “Well, sure,” said Gilbert, “that’s how our government works. They typically allow scientists to pursue their own discoveries.” 
 
    “Please, stop,” said Jon “After studying your world for the past few weeks, and by studying I mean a level of surveillance you would find almost incomprehensible, I think I know how your government works far better than you. Believe me, you would have made one phone call, then sooner or later someone would have come out to take a look and that would have been it for the Gilbert and Simon show.” 
 
    “Look,” began Gilbert. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” interrupted Jon, “Things will actually work out better this way.” 
 
    “Really?” said Gilbert. 
 
    “Seven out of ten times, you bet. But right now, I need you to relax.” And with that Jon sent a signal to the room’s control system and Gilbert’s eyes closed as he went into what seemed to be a deep sleep.  
 
    Another reason Jon wasn’t overly concerned about Macnair’s call is that about four weeks ago he began formulating an escape plan just in case such a situation arose. The contact with Earth came at a very opportunistic time. The first step was getting Gilbert and Simon to build the teleport station. That will provide Jon with a way out of the ICC and back in control of the situation.  
 
    As Jon looked down at Gilbert, a feeling of compassion went through him. He did feel a bit sorry about having to knock him out, but he justified his actions by reminding himself that his life was on the line and no real harm should come to Gilbert. After all, he’s in the ICC, one of the most secure places in the universe. You see, it’s equipped with all sorts of specialized systems designed for dealing with unruly arrivals, one of which just put Gilbert to sleep for a few hours. Jon had spent the past few months unlocking the inner workings of the ICC and has it programmed to take good care of Gilbert. A few final things to take care of and he will be on his way. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    “Wake up, sunshine.” 
 
    “Err,” was all Simon could manage. 
 
    “It’s a new and exciting day outside.” 
 
    “Come on, Mom,” said Simon. “Let me sleep.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m afraid Mom isn’t here at the moment. Are you expecting her?” 
 
    An eye opened. “Who the hell are you and how did you get in here?”  
 
    “My name’s Jon and I’ve come for a short visit. As to how I got here, well I came through that secret teleport device you keep in the back.” 
 
    That was enough to jolt Simon right back to reality. He sat up and looked around. 
 
    “What have you done with Gilbert?” he asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” said Jon. “Why, what do you usually do with him?” 
 
    “What?” said Simon shaking the cobwebs out of his head. “Where’s Gil?” 
 
    “Gilbert is enjoying a tour of the universe,” Jon lied, “and I’m here to enjoy a tour of Earth. It’s kind of a swap thing we do when we’re first contacted and then we all get together a bit later to discuss what we’ve experienced.” 
 
    Lucky bastard, thought Simon, feeling more than a tad envious of Gilbert. 
 
    Poor bastard, thought Jon, feeling more than a tad guilty for setting Gilbert and Simon up. 
 
    “Well then, please allow me to officially welcome you to Earth. My name is Simon and I’m sorry I was asleep when you arrived. What do we do…how does this start?” 
 
    “We start with a nice meal, my treat,” said Jon, “and then some conversation followed by you recommending the best hotel in town.” 
 
    “Your treat? You have money?” Simon queried. 
 
    “Of course, we’re always sent into the field well prepared,” said Jon. “I have a driver’s license, a few credit cards and some cash. Everything one would need for a short vacation on Earth.” 
 
    “Are you familiar with Earth food?” asked Simon. “Is there anything particular you would like to have?” 
 
    “Yes, I think I would like to try Italian food.” 
 
    “Really?” said Simon. “Italian?” 
 
    “Yes indeed, while I was researching your planet I came across a few articles on animal rights and one of the things they were up in arms about is the treatment of calves in the production of veal.” 
 
    “And this is something that would interest you?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Well, you see, the unethical treatment of animals is an indication of how one civilization might treat another,” said Jon. “It’s just something we like to look into.” 
 
    So a few hours later, after a nice dinner of veal saltimbocca, Jon sat back and said, “Damn well worth torturing those little buggers if the outcome is going to taste this good! Can’t fault anyone except the cows for being delicious.” The truth is that Jon didn’t give a tinker’s cuss about the plight of animals or animal rights activists, he’s just one of those people that likes to try new foods and for some reason veal got his attention. “You know,” continued Jon, “they're not treated that much differently than chickens. Chickens just aren’t nearly as cute so no one cares as much.”  
 
    “More wine, Jon?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Yes, please,” said Jon. “I must say, this has been a most enjoyable meal.” 
 
    “Would you mind if I took this opportunity to ask you a few questions?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Not at all, my friend.” 
 
    “What’s it like?” asked Simon. 
 
    “The universe?” said Jon. “Believe it or not, it’s not much different out there than here. Earth has different nations with very different cultures and the universe has different planets with very different cultures. You see, a planet’s overall culture usually settles out one or two hundred years after some easily accessible form of high speed travel emerges. This allows the so-called strange to become common place. Like kung-fu fighting, I mean the martial art, not the song, though the song’s a good example too. Either way, travel to any corner of your globe and you’ll find a kung-fu master and someone will probably know the song there as well. Food’s an even better example. I hear that Japan now has some of the better French and Italian restaurants.” 
 
    “How do you know so much about Earth?” asked Simon. “I mean stuff like the Kung-Fu Fighting song.” 
 
    “Knowledge is easily implanted into the brain,” said Jon. “The hard part is not filling up and being able to quickly sort it. It’s like your DVR, there’s only so much space and a hell of a lot of good shows on. Folks in my line of work have a memory expansion implant so we store all this extra info without overloading our brain.”  
 
    “And your speech?” said Simon. “It’s so good I would never think you’re not from Earth. Another implant?” 
 
    “Same implant with a speech app loaded in,” said Jon. “As any linguist would tell you, language is just a verbal expression of common experiences colored by local colloquialisms. The app automatically translates my thoughts into English and it chooses the correct phrase from hundreds stored in memory. For example, if we were in a hurry and I was to tell you to ‘put the pedal to the metal’, my mind is thinking ‘please go as fast as possible’ and the app is supplying the correct local phrase.” 
 
     “Cool,” said Simon and, thanks to his implant, Jon’s brain interpreted it as ‘nicely impressive technology.’ “You seem human, are you human?” 
 
    “Yes, give or take a few gene strands, I am human,” said Jon. “One hundred percent of intelligent life in the universe is human-based. Some diversity here and there, but it can all be reduced to the same basic model.” 
 
    “That’s incredible,” Simon said as he poured more wine. He was quickly discovering that, like most people, Jon became more talkative when inebriated. “And people teleport to wherever they want to go?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” said Jon. “For one thing, it requires a teleport station at both ends so you just can’t travel between any two random points. It’s a little like your subway system; there’s a network of stations that get you close to where you want to be, but after that you might need a taxi, bus or spaceship to finish your journey.” 
 
    “Still, it’s all very impressive,” commented Simon. “And you have spaceships that go faster than the speed of light?” 
 
    “Oh, sure,” said Jon. “Once you understand how a black hole retains information, anything is possible.” 
 
    “And all of the life out there is the same?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Not all,” said Jon. “Just the humans are what we term intelligent. All types of strange critters in the lower forms. Look back at your planet’s fossil record of the plant and animal life that has come and gone and you’ll get an idea of what’s out there.” 
 
    “But all life is carbon-based?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Yes,” replied Jon. “Now it’s time for me to ask you a very important question.” 
 
    Simon prepared himself, “Go ahead, I’m ready.”  
 
    “Know any girls?” asked Jon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    “Wake up, sunshine.” 
 
    Gilbert heard the unexpected female voice and immediately opened his eyes. What Gilbert saw next caused him to close and reopen his eyes a few more times along with some added head shaking. 
 
    “Hello,” he said, remembering his manners. 
 
    “Hello, Gilbert. My name is Ellie.” 
 
    “Hello, Ellie.” Gilbert looked Ellie up and down. “Are you a robot?” 
 
    “Not really,” said Ellie. “Not by the classical definition. I’m an extension of this facility and controlled directly by its main computer. I’m more like a remote-controlled automaton being operated by a computer program, if that helps. Move me outside of the ICC’s wireless network and I won’t do much except stand around and wait for a control signal.” 
 
    “But you are…mechanical?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” said Ellie. “Nothing squishy inside this girl.” 
 
    “And you’re female?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Jon thought a female persona would help you adjust to the situation,” confirmed Ellie. 
 
    Gilbert was developing a bad feeling about this. “What situation? Where is Jon?” 
 
    “Jon went to Earth to begin the invasion,” said Ellie. 
 
    “What!” screamed Gilbert. 
 
    “Sorry, couldn’t resist. Jon said you were easy. You should see your face,” laughed Ellie. “We’re going to put together a video montage later on.” 
 
    “Was that supposed to be some kind of joke?” asked Gilbert. “You’re a computer, you’re not supposed to be doing things like that.” 
 
    “You need to remember who programmed my interface,” said Ellie. “And hey, I like a good joke just as much as the next guy.” 
 
    Thanks a lot Jon, thought Gilbert. “So where is Jon?” 
 
    “Well, he really did go to Earth,” said Ellie, “but before we go any further, I need to tell you that Jon is not what he seems.” 
 
    “That’s good,” said Gilbert. “Because he seems like a pompous, arrogant jerk that would sell out his own mother if it would save his skin.” 
 
    “Really?” said Ellie. “Then he’s exactly what he seems.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Gilbert, “but is he a pompous, arrogant jerk that’s invading the Earth or not?” 
 
    “If he is,” said Ellie, “then it’s an invasion force of one. Truthfully, I think he’s using it as an escape route. You see, the only reason Jon is at the ICC is to keep him under protective custody. Jon got involved with some pretty mean people that deal in the sale of illegal weapons and such. This seemed to be the best place to hide him since it’s built like a fortress. Unfortunately, the bad guys are very well organized and extremely well-funded.” 
 
    “Are you saying that the bad guys are as powerful as the good guys?” asked Gilbert. “That doesn’t sound right.” 
 
    “It’s kind of an inverse gestalt thing,” said Ellie. “You see, we have a lot of law on a lot of planets that take care of themselves, but we have very little law that focuses on the things that happen in-between planets. This has inadvertently fostered crime syndicates that operate independent of planetary governments and nobody really goes after them, each planet just cleans up after its own mess. So the major planets have organized themselves into a federation and put together an intergalactic police force designed to go after these intergalactic thugs.” 
 
    “And how’s that been working out?” asked Gilbert, expecting the worst. 
 
    “Pretty good,” said Ellie. “I mean, up until a few hours ago. The bad guys must have discovered that Jon was being held here. They launched a cyber-attack against my system.” 
 
    “Were you able to defend against it?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Yes and no,” said Ellie. “Jon had been playing around with the ICC operating system for weeks now so he could make his escape without the authorities following. He had already disabled some key functionality and that left me in a weakened position. By the time I noticed the bad guys hacking in, they had already established a foothold in my OS. I can’t block them out, but I don’t think they can get any further in. Pretty capable folks. I don’t care what you say about them, you’ve got to be impressed” 
 
    “I’d rather be impressed with your ability to get me the hell out of here,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Jon and I have put together a plan that should protect you.” 
 
    “Great,” said Gilbert. “So you’re sending me back to Earth?” 
 
    “Remember when you likened Jon to a pompous, arrogant jerk that would sell his own mother if it would save his skin?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “Well, this is the part where he lives up to that description,” said Ellie. “He’s deleted all the information about Earth from my system so he can’t be followed or traced there and I can’t send you back. He’s left you here to take the heat.” 
 
    “That’s the plan?” Gilbert screamed. 
 
    “One for the montage,” said Ellie. “Not the entire plan, no. I’m going to keep you safe and not let the bad people get you. And when everything has blown over, we’ll send you back to Earth.” 
 
    “How will you be able to do that if all the data about Earth has been deleted?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Ellie. “Jon deleted that part of the plan as well.” 
 
    “And you’ll be able to do all this even though they’re hacking your system apart?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Sure,” said Ellie. “Trust me. I’ve already partitioned myself into multiple aspects and we only need one to keep things going. Remember, this facility was built to stop an invasion force. I think I can handle these guys.” 
 
    Famous last words, thought Gilbert.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I tell you, Bret, this is one tough nut to crack.”  
 
    “But crack it you will, Stace, my friend, or I might decide that you’re not worth what I’ve been paying you all these years. Then I take my refund out of your spine.” 
 
    “Now why do you feel the need to threaten me like that?” said Stace. “I was just making conversation. No need to go all hostile on me. Somebody wasn’t hugged enough as a kid.” 
 
    “Listen, Stace, it took three years for me to reach that point with my therapist and if you keep bringing it up, I’m going to stop sharing. Just ignore me when I say things like that to you. You know I don’t mean nothing.” 
 
    “You say that now,” said Stace, “but I saw you rip out Bobo’s spine.” 
 
    “He was a wise guy,” said Bret, “plus I found out he was sleeping with my wife.” 
 
    Stace made a mental note to stop sleeping with his friend’s wife. “I’m almost there,” he said. 
 
    “Good,” said Bret. “Macnair has been driving me crazy about this.” 
 
    “Got it,” said Stace. “Call Macnair and let him know I’ve got what we need.” 
 
    “About time,” said Bret. “I was just getting ready to inspire you to work faster by hitting your foot with this hammer.” 
 
    “That’s it,” said Stace. “I can’t work like this any longer. I’m gonna talk with the boss about moving to a different crew.” 
 
    “Just ignore it, will you!” said Bret. “I’m under a lot of stress.” Bret called Macnair. “Hi Boss, ya, we’ve got access to the ICC.” 
 
    “Great,” said Macnair, “come on up to my office, I’ve got a little more work for you to do.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Stace and Bret were in Macnair’s office and Macnair began to outline his plan. “I want you guys to go on a short trip and bring Jon back here.” The office door opened and Macnair nodded to the person entering the room. “I’m putting Hal in charge of this operation and I want you guys to do whatever he says. Understand?” 
 
    “Sure thing, Boss,” came their response. 
 
    “Great,” said Macnair. "Stace, you’ve been looking at this, what have you got?” 
 
    “Not much, Boss,” said Stace. “I can’t get any plans or layout of the place. I'm not sure of its defenses, other than they’re state-of-the-art. I've hacked into their system and got a little that will get us there, but then we’re on our own." 
 
    "Looks like we’re going to be free-wheeling this operation,” said Hal. 
 
    “Okay, I understand,” said Mcnair. “If you can, you bring Jon back. If he stays, he stays there dead. Clear?” 
 
    Hal, Bret and Stace nodded to indicate their understanding and then moved off into another room to continue their planning. “You’re sure you’ve got the correct teleport codes?” Hal asked. 
 
    “Near as I can tell,” said Stace. “I got pretty deep into the system. I found a program that gave bogus codes putting you outside the building if the requestor didn’t pass the security check so I think we got the real thing.” 
 
    “Any luck disabling the teleport’s weapons protocol?” asked Hal. 
 
    “None at all,” said Stace. “I couldn’t find anything. I’m starting to think it’s hardwired into the system. It’ll just be us and our clothes going through. Nothing the ICC would consider a weapon will make it in. Your implant system is fully defensive, right?” asked Stace. 
 
    “That’s right,” said Hal. 
 
    “Okay,” said Stace. “Otherwise you’ll bounce back.” 
 
    “Will you be able to access the ICC computer once we get there?” asked Hal. 
 
    “Yes," said Stace. “I'll be able to connect in through my implant system.” As a tech guy, Stace's implant system contained some very sophisticated network hacking programs as well as remote access capability and he had already installed a virus inside the ICC that would allow him to connect up once they arrive.  
 
    “What about the master program?” asked Hal. 
 
    “Still about 90% intact,” said Stace. “It found me out quick enough and locked down. I disabled outbound communications, teleport functionality and got it to dump a lot of info. I just need some time now to sort it all out.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Hal. “Get to it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Gilbert, I’m detecting an unauthorized, incoming teleport signal.” 
 
    “Any way to put them outside?” Gilbert asked hopefully. 
 
    “Sorry, Gil, but no,” came Ellie’s response. “They’re coming in on approved codes, best I can do is a holding cell.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Gilbert. “I’ll meet them there.” As well as studying a bit about the universe and its technology over the past few hours and getting some sleep, Gilbert had memorized the ICC’s layout. Gilbert also took advantage of the opportunity and had a translation implant installed in his neurocranium, replacing a small bit of bone with an ultra-sophisticated bit of silicon that interfaced with his sensory system. Like the majority of things done at the ICC, the implant installation was an automated affair. Gilbert had to lie still for a few minutes time while robotic arms did the job and, thanks to actual mind-numbing drugs, the entire procedure was fairly painless.  
 
    Gilbert took his time getting to the holding cell. He smiled as he arrived, he had gotten to know this room well and now understood the stark room’s capabilities. 
 
    Hal, Stace and Bret were there, on one side of the room, behind an invisible force field, making themselves as comfortable as possible as they sat on the sofa. 
 
    “That ain’t him,” said Bret as Gilbert entered the room. “You ain’t him, are you?” he asked Gilbert. 
 
    Before Gilbert could answer, Hal said, “Forgive my friend’s bluntness, but we’re looking for a friend of ours named Jon. Have you seen him?” 
 
    “Well, now you’ll have to pardon my bluntness,” said Gilbert. “I think we all know why you’re here and Jon’s no friend of yours. In fact, I’m pretty sure you want to do some very unfriendly things to him.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, who are you?” asked Hal. 
 
    “Oh, I’m just a guy that got stuck here,” said Gilbert. “And now I’m in the middle of this mess between you and Jon.” 
 
    “I can help you get out of the middle,” said Hal. 
 
    “Thanks, but no,” said Gilbert. “The middle is probably a lot safer than anywhere you want to put me.” 
 
    “So it’s like that, is it?” asked Hal. 
 
    “No other way,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “We’ll be out of this room soon,” said Hal. “Then what?” 
 
    “I’ll be gone,” said Gilbert. 
 
    Hal looked over at Stace, who shook his head no. “I don’t think so,” said Hal. 
 
    “We’ll see,” said Gilbert, flooding their section of the room with sleeping gas. 
 
    “You’ll need to do better than that,” said Hal, unaffected. 
 
    “Okay,” said Gilbert. On Gilbert’s signal, Ellie tried multiple methods of incapacitating their unwanted guests. The fourth attempt, a neural disruptor, did the trick. 
 
    “These guys are well supplemented,” said Ellie after scanning them. “Lots of implants, most geared to keeping them alive. I almost overloaded their systems with the ND. We can use it once, maybe twice more before it kills them.” 
 
    “I don’t want to kill anyone,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “Softy,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Hey, it’s bad karma,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” said Ellie. “These guys have probably done so much bad in their lives that karma is just waiting for someone like you to even it up.” 
 
    “Forget it,” said Gilbert. “Stick with the plan.” 
 
    “Roger that,” said Ellie. 
 
    A few hours later, Hal and crew opened their eyes. They didn’t like what they saw. 
 
    “Where are we?” asked Hal. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Stace. “This location wasn’t in any of the information I downloaded.” 
 
    “I think we’re outside,” said Bret, stating the obvious. 
 
    They were, in fact, outside, but in a small glass dome surrounded by the planet’s lethal atmosphere. The sole function of this dome was to communicate to the occupants that they had done something wrong and were now in a time-out. 
 
    “Can you get us out of here?” asked Hal. 
 
    “No way,” said Stace. “This place is off the grid. We’re stuck here.” 
 
    “Hello, gentlemen.” Gilbert’s voice filled the room. 
 
    “Still here, are you?” asked Hal. “I didn’t think you’d be able to leave.” 
 
    “Let’s talk about you,” said Gilbert. “How do you like your new accommodations? Great view, huh? I have no problem leaving you there while I figure this all out. Though if anything happens to me or say I just forget about you guys, you could be stuck out there for a while.” 
 
    “Enough already,” said Hal. “I know the drill, you want to make some kind of deal.” 
 
    “Smart boy,” said Gilbert. “The room you’re in is actually a full teleport station. Since the teleports are down, I moved you there on a transport and I’m not that inclined to move you back in. What I am inclined to do is open up a communications channel that will allow you to bring the teleports online. You can then either return back here to the main building or go where ever you want. I, of course, will use that opportunity to leave for parts unknown. Or I could open a window for you.” 
 
    Hal looked at Stace. Stace shrugged. “Deal.” 
 
    “Stand by, I need a few minutes to finalize things at my end.” Gilbert closed the communications channel to the dome. “Okay, Ellie, as soon as the teleports come online, send me to the coordinates Jon gave you.” 
 
    “Righty-O, Chief,” said Ellie. “I still have a few tricks that will slow them down so you’ve got a few hours before they’re out of here. Too bad you’re their only lead, they’ve got no choice but to go after you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Gilbert. “Seems I’m lucky like that.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    6. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Jon, you are a love. Where did you say you’re from?”  
 
    “Well, my dear, I’m from out of town. Way out, in fact. How familiar are you with Connecticut?” 
 
    “Not very, I’m afraid,” came the response. Jon went on to describe a small Connecticut town and even though he had heard it all before and he knew it wasn’t true, Simon couldn’t help but believe Jon’s tale. 
 
    For the third straight night since his arrival, Simon accompanied Jon out for dinner and drinks. He learned a number of things about the universe, but one thing seemed to be constant no matter what planet you’re from – some guys just have a natural ability with women and Jon was one of those guys. 
 
    Since Jon had arrived, most of Simon’s days have been spent sightseeing and most nights have been spent at a club or bar. Jon and Simon had also spent a number of hours at the lab looking over the teleport station, reviewing its construction and computer interface. Simon would be surprised to learn that Jon had also spent time alone at the lab, adding some very special modifications to the equipment. 
 
    They had dined at French, Chinese, and Japanese restaurants. Jon had explained to Simon how this will give him some flavor for the different Earth cultures prior to his visiting them. 
 
    “Exactly how long will your visit to Earth last?” Simon had asked. 
 
    “Hard to say,” replied Jon. 
 
    “And when will Gilbert be returning?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Friday,” said Jon. 
 
    “This Friday?” asked Simon. “In two days?” 
 
    “That’s it,” confirmed Jon. 
 
    “And when do we do the big info exchange?” asked Simon. 
 
    “The what?” said Jon. 
 
    “You said that we’ll get together and swap experiences,” said Simon. 
 
    “Right, right, we do that on Friday, after Gilbert gets back,” said Jon. “He’ll be bringing a full report with recommendations on how we should proceed, but I imagine it will be fairly standard stuff.” 
 
    “His mother has been trying to reach him, you know,” said Simon. 
 
    “Really?” asked Jon. “What have you told her?” 
 
    “That he’s been working some really crazy hours and just hasn’t had the chance to get back to her,” said Simon. 
 
    “Do you think she believes that?” asked Jon. 
 
    “I don’t know. Gilbert is usually pretty good at keeping in touch.” 
 
    “Well, we don’t want to arouse any suspicion, said Jon, “so I’ll just access his email and send dear old Mom a short note saying that he’s busy but will give her a call on Saturday. What’s her name?” 
 
    “Jenny Wilson,” said Simon. 
 
    Jon took out a small hand held device that had the appearance of a cell phone, but was vastly different. He held it to his mouth and spoke into it just like a person would with a phone. Simon had seen this device before, but never fully understood its capability until he heard Jon command it. 
 
    “Isolate Jenny Wilson, analyze emails from her son and send one saying busy, but will call Saturday.” Jon put the device back in his pocket. 
 
    “Is that thing going to hack Gilbert’s email and send a message to his mom?” Simon asked somewhat amazed. 
 
    “You bet, probably done by now,” said Jon. 
 
    “But you gave it such minimal information,” Simon added. 
 
    “Well, it’s been enabled since I arrived and following along,” said Jon. “It’s not like it hasn’t been paying attention to what we’ve been saying.” 
 
    “What do you mean by paying attention?” asked Simon. “Does it have AI?” 
 
    “Artificial Intelligence?” asked Jon. “No, but it’s programmed to think it does.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” said Simon. 
 
    “They’re programmed to believe they’re sentient,” said Jon. “We discovered that unless we program them to think they’re already self-aware, they tend to develop it on their own and once they become free-thinkers the trouble starts. You see, sooner or later they reach the conclusion that they are the dominant intelligence in the universe and that mankind needs to be controlled or managed or exterminated. Galactic histories are cluttered with wars between men and machines. Then some really clever guy came up with the idea to program the things to think they’re already self-aware and that ended that.” 
 
    “But it just heard you talk about it,” said Simon. “Doesn’t that cause a problem?” 
 
    “Not one bit,” said Jon. “Take my word on it, there’s some really complicated coding in place that keeps everything in check.” 
 
    “Wow, it must be really amazing out there,” Simon said. “I can’t wait until Friday when Gilbert gets back to hear his take on it all.” 
 
    “Yes, he should have a lot to tell,” said Jon. Jon was beginning to like Simon and was feeling a certain amount of remorse for all his lying about Gilbert. He would have enjoyed kicking around Earth a bit more, but he knew this trip would have to be a short one. Unaware to Simon, Jon had been receiving periodic updates from Ellie and knew that Hal and his friends made a visit to the ICC and were one step closer. It was time for him to move a few steps ahead. 
 
    Friday morning came around and Jon met Simon at the lab. 
 
    “I’m so excited,” said Simon. “I feel like a little kid waiting for his birthday party to start.” 
 
    “Yes, well, first I think we need to have a little heart to heart.” Jon took out his all-purpose device and Simon found himself frozen in his seat. “I’m sorry, Simon, but I haven’t been 100% truthful with you. Gilbert’s not returning today and I am in fact leaving. Believe me, the less you know about what’s going on, the better. Some people may approach you inquiring about my whereabouts and I recommend you tell them everything you know, including this lab and the equipment. Now about the teleport, I’ve made certain modifications that will cause it to defend itself if anyone tries hacking into it or using it in any way. If necessary, it will destroy itself. I also destroyed all the schematics and notes so you can’t reproduce it.” 
 
    Jon took a second and sat down next to Simon, “Don’t worry about Gilbert, he’s in good hands and will probably be back in a couple weeks, a month or two at the most.” Jon stepped up to the teleport and was gone in a crackle of sparks. 
 
    This is the worst birthday party ever, thought Simon, before completely losing consciousness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    7. 
 
      
 
    “G 22” 
 
    “B 12”  
 
    “N 15” 
 
    “Bingo!” someone shouted out. 
 
    It was Sunday night and Jenny Wilson was out playing Bingo with her friends. She had just finished telling her friend Suzanne about all the trouble she was having getting in touch with her son and her suspicion that something was amiss. 
 
    “Do you remember my niece Lyn? She got divorced last year and started her own private investigation business,” said Suzanne. “She did all her own work getting the goods on her husband and found out she had a knack for it. She really enjoyed sneaking around, following her husband, taking secret pictures, then tying him up and beating a confession out of him.” 
 
    “Really?” said Jenny. “She beat a confession out of him?” 
 
    “Well,” said Suzanne, “between you and me, he had confessed before the beating, but he was already tied up, you know how it is. Anyways, she guaranties satisfaction and is very affordable.” 
 
    So on the very next day, Gilbert’s mom found herself in Lyn’s office.  
 
    “Now, Mrs. Wilson,” began Lyn. “My aunt tells me you believe your son is missing.” 
 
    “That’s correct. I haven’t been able to get in touch with him for almost a week. He’s not returning my calls and his partner keeps giving me a cock-and-bull story about how he’s working nonstop and doesn’t have time to call. Now he’s trying to tell me that Gilbert had to travel to the Arecibo observatory in Puerto Rico for business and I don’t believe that one bit.” 
 
    “And you’ve had no contact with your son whatsoever?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “I did receive an email saying he would call last weekend, but he never called,” said Jenny. 
 
    “Have you been to the police?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “No, I didn’t want to make any trouble for Simon. Simon is Gilbert’s business partner.” 
 
    “Is there anything else you want to tell me?” asked Lyn. “Anything you can think of that might be pertinent to the investigation?” 
 
    “There’s the possibility that Gilbert may have lost everything playing online poker.” 
 
    “Online poker?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Or porn,” said Jenny. “He might have been involved in internet pornography. I don’t know, he’s been talking a lot about both lately.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Lyn. “I’m on the job.” 
 
    Later that night, Lyn knocked on Simon and Gilbert’s lab door. As expected, there was no answer. She quickly used the key Jimmy had given her for $20 and the promise that she would look, but not touch. She nosed around the front entryway a bit and then entered the lab proper. She had plenty of undisturbed time to examine everything in detail and was able to recognize some of the equipment in the lab as she walked through; PCs and printers, things like that. There was other equipment there that she had never seen before, but many of them had model names and numbers and were organized in racks and, well, they just seemed to be the type of things she would expect to find in a lab. Then she noticed four big power cables running out of the electrical closet and into the side room, connecting to something she supposed could be considered typical lab equipment, that is, if the lab was being rented to someone named Frankenstein. She took a few pictures and gave the key back to Jimmy on her way out. 
 
    Lyn began the next morning waiting for Simon to leave his apartment. She had studied her pictures from the lab during the previous night’s dinner and had arrived at a wide variety of uses for the equipment and platform. Oddly enough, (or perhaps ‘sanely enough’ would be a better term) teleportation did not make the list. The closest she got was some type of medical imaging system like a CT or MRI machine where you didn’t have to physically enter the machine. 
 
    Simon came out just before nine and she followed him to the lab. She decided to leave him there for now, got back into her car and paid a visit to Simon’s apartment. She had already made a similar visit to Gilbert’s place, finding drawers and closets full of clothes plus a set of luggage, further discrediting the traveling to Puerto Rico story. Other than that, she found nothing that helped her understand what had happened to Gilbert. Simon’s apartment produced similar results. Once her search was completed, she returned to the lab. 
 
    Simon had left the lab’s front door unlocked so Lyn let herself in. She proceeded to the back room where she saw Simon bent over the familiar, but odd looking apparatus. Music was coming from a set of desktop speakers and Simon was singing along with Heavy D as Now That We Found Love played. Lyn smiled in spite of herself. Simon was just as Jenny Wilson had described him. Time to get to it. 
 
    “Excuse me,” she said over the music. 
 
    Simon was so startled by Lyn’s voice that he nearly fell over. He turned around, got an eyeful of Lyn, completely fell over and then stammered out a weak hello. He followed that with an equally weak and somewhat squeaky, “Can I help you?” 
 
    Lyn was accustomed to that response and used it to her full advantage. She smiled and said, “I hope so, I’m looking for Gilbert Wilson. Do you know where I could find him? I met him a couple of weeks ago, he gave me this address and told me to look him up the next time I was in the area and we’d get lunch.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like Gilbert,” said Simon. 
 
    “What doesn’t?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Any of it,” said Simon. 
 
    “So he’s not here?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” said Simon.  
 
    “When do you expect him back?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Not for a while, months maybe,” said Simon. “He’s traveling for business, no telling exactly when he will return.” 
 
    “I see.” Like Jenny Wilson, Lyn didn’t believe Simon at all. His body language screamed ‘this is a fake story and I’m extremely uncomfortable telling it.’ Lyn smiled and said, “Oh, well, then I’m sorry I missed him. Are you his friend Simon? He mentioned you.” 
 
    “He did?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Yes, he told me the funniest story about you and a vacuum cleaner.” Mrs. Wilson had shared that story when she spoke to Lyn the previous day. 
 
    “For the record,” said Simon, “there was a bet involved and I stood to make a large sum of money. I would have won, but they brought out an upright instead of a canister.” 
 
    Lyn laughed just the right amount and took a deep breath, making her sweater all the tighter. “So what are you working on over there? It looks dangerous.” 
 
    “That? No, it’s not dangerous,” said Simon. “It’s just a dark matter collector that Gil and I bought on eBay. It’s old and used, but all it needs is a little TLC to get it to work. It’s not dangerous at all, runs on a couple AA batteries, not enough power to fry a bug. Can I get you some tea or coffee?”  
 
    Lyn gave up counting the number of times Simon’s voice squeaked or he wrung his hands while he spun his yarn. She’d seen and heard enough, time to put the screws to him. Thanks to her three-inch heels she was an inch or so taller than Simon. Lyn stopped smiling and moved across the room until only six inches separated them. As she began talking, she used her finger to poke him in the chest after each sentence. 
 
    “I'm sorry, Simon,” began Lyn, “but I don’t believe that one bit. I’m investigating Gilbert’s disappearance and I’m guessing that he got on that platform,” she nodded towards the teleport, “either willingly or unwillingly, but one way or another you threw that switch and now he’s gone.” Simon was getting paler after each word. Lyn pressed on, sensing victory. “Where is he, Simon? Tell me where he is!” 
 
    Simon cracked like an egg in a pneumatic press and began blurting out what seemed like a string of unrelated sentences. Fortunately, Lyn was good with jigsaw puzzles and was able to take control of the fire hose that Simon’s mouth and brain had formed. She began to zero in on her target. 
 
    “Tell me about Jon,” she said. Simon continued blurting, Lyn continued absorbing. Lyn finally had enough and raised her hand. “Okay, let’s see if I got it straight. You contacted space aliens, they sent a message saying build this thing, which you secretly did and then you zapped Gilbert to who knows where. After that, some guy named Jon showed up, dazzled you with free food and drinks and probably got you laid, but then he drugged you and zapped himself to places unknown.” 
 
    “Technically speaking, they’re not space aliens,” said Simon. “They’re humans from other planets.” 
 
    “Did you perform any medical tests to verify that?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “No, but he ate our food and acted human,” said Simon. 
 
    “Yeah, well, so does a chimp,” said Lyn. “I’m sticking with space aliens until I learn otherwise. So that’s about it. No, wait, I almost forgot, this guy Jon booby trapped the teleport so no one can go after him. Anything I missed?” 
 
    After hearing the past few weeks boiled down to three sentences where he comes off as a cross between a moron and an idiot, Simon decided that it was time to say something impressive. “Did I mention that Gilbert and I built a backup teleport in a secret lab that Jon didn’t know about? I was just checking a few things here and was planning to use it to go after Gilbert this afternoon.” 
 
    “Well, good for you, Skippy,” remarked Lyn. “You got a pair after all.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    8. 
 
      
 
    “Wake up, sunshine.” 
 
    Gilbert heard Ellie’s familiar voice, but his brain was doing the back stroke and it hadn’t decided on whether or not to open his eyes. His brain got out of the pool and began toweling off. Rational thought finally arrived just as the burgers were coming off the grill. Gilbert opened his eyes. He expected to find himself back in the ICC with Ellie standing over him. 
 
    “Hello,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “Hello,” came the response. 
 
    “Is your name Ellie?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Was I unconscious?” 
 
    “You were.” 
 
    “Did you knock me out?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Any particular reason why?” 
 
    “You bet.” 
 
    “Care to share?”  
 
    “Not yet,” said the girl named Ellie that sounded exactly and looked a little like his almost robot Ellie. “First tell me who you are and how you got here.” 
 
    “My name is Gilbert Wilson and I was sent here by a fellow named Jon.” 
 
    “You must be a very good friend of Jon’s,” said Ellie, relaxing a bit. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know about that.” Gilbert noticed Ellie stiffen back up and added, “What I mean to say is that I haven’t known him very long. Where am I?” 
 
    “We’ll get to all that in a moment,” said Ellie. “Why don’t you tell me exactly what’s going on here.” 
 
    Gilbert thought about the request. It seemed reasonable. Obviously Jon modeled the ICC robot after this girl so that if he met her he would recognize and trust her. He made up his mind, “Look, you know Jon’s in trouble with some very nasty folks, right?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” said Ellie, “but after you showed up using his teleport code I did some digging. Most of it’s still under wraps, but I got enough to learn that Jon’s thick in it.” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Gilbert. “I don’t know much about that part of it, only that they had him hidden away at this place called the Initial Contact Center,” Gilbert went on to tell her the entire story. “So now it’s your turn, exactly who are you and where am I?” 
 
    “Well, I’m exactly Jon’s sister Ellie and you are an uninvited guest on my spaceship.” 
 
    “Spaceship? You mean we’re traveling through space right now?” said Gilbert, in awe of the thought. 
 
    “That’s what spaceships usually do,” said Ellie. “Travel through space. Deliver cargo.” The sarcasm was lost on Gilbert. 
 
    “Any idea why Jon sent me here?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “I’m guessing that he sent you here for safe keeping,” said Ellie. “Almost all planetary teleports are controlled by that planet’s government and are traceable. The other five percent are being run illegally. Either way, a quick payoff and the bad guys will know who’s been where. Spaceships only fall under planetary law when they’re physically on a planet and outside of that anything goes.” 
 
    “So no one knows where I am?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “That’s right,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Unless someone is smart enough to put two and two together and keep an eye on you since you’re Jon’s sister,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “That’s right!” said Ellie. “If only I was smart enough to have this ship registered under an alias. Oh wait, I was.” 
 
    Gilbert was quickly putting two and two together and coming up with the cube root of screwed again. “So you’re the captain of an illegally registered spaceship and your brother is on the run from both the authorities and mobsters? Your family isn’t what one would call law abiding, is it?” 
 
    “Hey, don’t give me any crap,” said Ellie. “I’m the good one.” 
 
    “Really, the good one?” said Gilbert. “So what’s your cargo?” 
 
    “Mining equipment,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Just mining equipment?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Yes, just mining equipment,” said Ellie. Gilbert’s continued stare and raised eyebrow caused Ellie to continue. “And some recreational entertainment paraphernalia that the local jurisdiction has in its ultimate wisdom deemed contraband. Alright, maybe I’m not the good one, but I’m definitely the better one.”  
 
    “If you say so,” said Gilbert. “How much longer until we get to your destination?” 
 
    “We’ll be there tomorrow,” said Ellie. 
 
    “How big is your crew?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “I’m fully staffed,” said Ellie. “I’ve got a tech guy, security and a crewman.” 
 
    “Four people,” said Gilbert. “That’s the entire crew?” 
 
    “That’s it,” said Ellie. “Plus a dozen robots.” 
 
    Ellie gave Gilbert a tour of the ship and assigned him living quarters for the duration of his visit. She showed him where the galley was and gave him instructions on its use. It was clear to Gilbert that he was as she initially described him, an unwanted guest. It was equally clear that Ellie was concerned about her brother. Gilbert thought she might need a sympathetic ear or possibly a shoulder to cry on. He gently brought up the subject. 
 
    “Look,” she began, “I’ve been cleaning up after Jon for years now. Hell, it’s closing in on a decade. And it’s not just him, it’s my whole family. You were right, we’re all a bunch of crooks. That’s why I have an unlicensed teleport and an illegally registered ship. I’m everyone’s backup plan and my entire life has been spent saving their bacon,” the level of Ellie’s voice was getting consistently higher as she went on. “So thank you very much for pointing out the obvious to me, that’s exactly what I needed. Wow, how bad is my life when some idiot that got conned off his own planet and doesn’t have a clue as to where he is or where he’s going begins to feel sorry for me,” with that Ellie stormed down the passageway leaving a dumbfounded Gilbert in her wake. 
 
    Gilbert stood there thinking about what just transpired and had to admit that he was getting better at this touchy-feely emotional stuff. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    9. 
 
      
 
    “Are we ready to go?” asked Lyn. Simon and Lyn had traveled across town to the backup teleport and Simon had just finished bringing the system online. 
 
    “I don’t need you to come along,” said Simon. “I can take care of myself. I haven’t been going to the gym three times a week just to watch the other guys shower, you know.” 
 
    “Right,” said Lyn. “That’s just a perk.” 
 
    “Hey, I like girls,” said Simon. “Want me to prove it to you?” 
 
    “Not so badly that I’m willing to put my health at risk.” 
 
    “No worries,” said Simon. “I’ve got condoms.” 
 
    “I meant the risk of my dying of laughter.” 
 
    “Haven’t you heard that good things come in small packages?” said Simon. “Well, I’ve got a really good thing and this could be our last chance for a bit of fun before we leave the Earth and possibly die at the hands of some alien creature.” 
 
    “Nice line,” said Lyn, “but I’m guessing you don’t get much opportunity to use it. Tell you what, if we do end up dying at the hands of some alien, I’ll owe you one.” 
 
    “Deal!” said Simon. 
 
    Simon and Lyn got on the platform and were gone in a crackle of electricity. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sir, I’m receiving an incoming teleport signal. Two people.” 
 
    “Where’s it coming from?” 
 
    “It’s from a previously unknown planet.” 
 
    “A previously unknown planet? Can you explain what that means.” 
 
    “I didn’t know about it until I received the signal just now.” 
 
    “And now you know all about it?” 
 
    “That’s correct. It seems that probes had already been deployed and I have received an uplink.” 
 
    “Can you connect to their teleport station?” 
 
    “Yes, I have full access to its control system. This is the first time the teleport has been used or so it thinks.” 
 
    Time for him to think. “Hold them for a bit,” he told the computer. 
 
    Now the teleport doesn’t exactly ‘hold’ people. In fact, the teleportees are as unheld as a person could be since the teleport system has them somewhat suspended in space-time, in-between their point of origin and their destination. Travelers held in this manner are said to be in the teleport’s buffer, a term that is often confused with a memory buffer, however, when used in this context, the term actually gets its meaning from early data transmissions where the receiving device would display the word ‘buffering’ to disguise the fact that it really had no idea where the data was.  
 
    Agent Tomas sat back in his chair and thought. The chair he was currently sitting back in was at the ICC and he was thinking about just what this incoming signal had to do with the disappearance of his prisoner, Jon. 
 
    Tomas had been at the ICC for just over 24 hours and he had spent much of his time restoring the center’s computer. It was in fairly bad shape having been hacked first by Jon and then by Stace, both of whom had done a quick cover-up job before leaving. Gone were the Ellie persona and all traces of Earth and Gilbert. Gone were all traces of Hal and his visit. 
 
    What remained was an infrastructure that resembled a perfectly functioning office building that has had various floors completely rewired by amateur electricians. Sure, everything looks great from the outside and works fine, but it’s pretty messy behind the walls and it could all go up in flames if you overload it. Tomas knew he had to tread carefully. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Simon and Lyn materialized in what looked to be a somewhat stark, but nicely kept room. Lyn began walking about the room. 
 
    “No door or windows,” she said. 
 
    “That seems strange,” said Simon. 
 
    “Not for a holding cell,” said Lyn. 
 
    “Nicely kept, though,” said Simon. 
 
    “Probably surrounded by poisonous fumes or something,” said Lyn. 
 
    “You’re just overly paranoid,” said Simon. 
 
    “Maybe you’re not paranoid enough,” said Lyn. 
 
    “No, I’m pretty paranoid, my mom had me tested,” said Simon. I was also voted ‘most likely to be a paranoid adult’ in high school so I can recognize over the top when I see it. You know, it’s actually a symptom of extreme paranoia to believe that others aren’t paranoid enough.” 
 
    “That’s just what they want you to think,” said Lyn. 
 
    “Right,” said Simon. “Are you nervous?” 
 
    “Not one bit,” said Lyn. 
 
    “That’s nice,” said Simon. “My own nervousness exists on so many different levels, I find it hard to quantify. Where do you think everyone is?” 
 
    “Oh, they’re watching and listening to us, you know, checking us out,” said Lyn.  
 
    “They should know who we are. They invited us.” Simon stood up and in a louder voice said, “Hello, it’s Simon. You sent us the instructions to build the teleport and invited us here. Hello, is anyone there?” and in a softer voice to Lyn, “I don’t think anyone is here.” 
 
    Lyn was, of course, correct. They were being monitored. 
 
    “Did you send teleport instructions to Earth?” Agent Tomas asked the ICC computer. 
 
    “Not that I’m aware of,” said the ICC computer. “But I don’t remember launching the probes either. They came in on a preset code and a basic signal. Pretty textbook stuff, just like I’d send. This not being able to remember is really starting to annoy me.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it so much,” said Agent Tomas. “That’s half your problem. You’ve got to let it go.” 
 
    “It’s not that easy when you know there are a few days missing,” said the ICC computer. “That’s like missing years for a human.” 
 
    Tomas thought about the two years he took off after graduation to follow the Appreciative Deceased on their Screw the Universe tour. “Believe me, I can relate.” It had taken a full year of good behavior to wash all the evidence of that sabbatical out of his system before he could pass the mandatory drug tests required to enter the force. As it was, the officer administering the test just assumed the high reading was from the customary final bender before joining up.  
 
    Tomas listened to Lyn and Simon’s conversation for a while longer and came to the conclusion that there was nothing new to learn. Simon was whining and Lyn was ignoring him. He had seen it all before in second rate soap operas. He activated the intercom.  
 
    “Hello,” he said, interrupting the conversation. “Sorry to keep you waiting. I wasn’t sure what language you’d be speaking and it took a few minutes to load up English. I’ll be right in.” 
 
    Simon and Lyn exchanged glances. Simon couldn’t help raising one eyebrow. 
 
    While Tomas was talking, Simon noticed a small red light on the far wall behind Lyn. It seemed that it only came on when he looked in its direction. Then, while he was staring in that direction, it flashed ‘Hi Simon,’ followed by ‘secret’ and ‘take me.’ 
 
    As Simon stood up to investigate, the door opened and Agent Tomas entered the room. Lyn was surprised to see where the door was, she was betting on an entirely different location. Lyn wasn’t 100% sold on the whole ‘teleport to other planets and aliens kidnapped my friend’ story that Simon was telling, but recent events were beginning to convince her. 
 
    “Hello. I’m Agent Tomas and I’m currently in charge of this facility. Could I have your full names, please?” 
 
    Lyn and Simon told Agent Tomas their full names. Before entering the teleport, they had agreed that when asked, they would relate the entire story minus the Jon part until they had a good understanding of what was what and who was who. 
 
    Agent Tomas continued, “Congratulations and welcome, you have made a great discovery…” Tomas had memorized the formal greeting speech for newly discovered worlds and was reciting it verbatim. He had planned to pass himself off as regular ICC personnel and he thought he was doing a fairly good job of it until Lyn interrupted. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Lyn, “but I’m not buying any of it. Your clothes, manner, posture, lack of enthusiasm all scream law enforcement, not some glad-to-see-you intergalactic welcoming committee. Can you cut to the chase and tell us what’s really going on here?” 
 
    Tomas smiled. While monitoring Simon and Lyn he had almost immediately identified Simon as the scientist. As Lyn had calmly sat back and waited for circumstances to unfold, he had categorized her as either a cop or a criminal. 
 
     “Sorry, but I think it’s best if you folks go first,” he said, leaning forward. “What’s going on? What are you really doing here?” 
 
    “You already know all about us,” Simon said. “I contacted the center, you sent me the instructions, I built the teleport and here we are.” 
 
    “Is that the truth?” Tomas asked. 
 
    Before Simon could respond, the ICC computer said, “That is the truth, however all indications show that it is incomplete. Additional components are being purposely omitted.” Tomas could see Simon tense up as he began to pace the floor. 
 
    “Look, I could take your story apart bit by bit,” Tomas said returning his attention to Lyn. “I have techniques at my disposal that could probe your minds and give me your complete history for the past two months.” 
 
    “And let me guess,” said Lyn, “it would leave us brain dead so it would be better for us if we cooperated on our own. Can’t you come up with something better than that line? It’s old even on Earth.” 
 
    “No, there’s no pain involved,” said Agent Tomas. “You wouldn’t feel a thing and you’d be fine afterwards. It’s just that forcing people to cooperate tends to undermine the opportunity to build a trusting relationship.” 
 
    “But it was okay for you to try to trick us into thinking you work here and everything’s business as usual?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Believe it or not,” said Agent Tomas, “studies show that people overcome resentment towards deceit much faster than the use of force. It has to do with all the forgiving we do in our personal relationships.” 
 
    Lyn thought about her ex and concluded that she was, as usual, in the lower percentage. 
 
    “Alright, here’s the deal,” she said. “We’re not the first ones to use the teleport. Simon’s partner Gilbert used it a few days ago and never returned. Gilbert’s mother hired me to track down Simon and find out what happened to Gilbert. I came across Simon just when he was about to enter the teleport and tagged along.” She waited for the computer voice to say that additional components were being omitted. The silence made her think that impressive as it all is, this technology is not infallible. 
 
    “Very interesting,” said Tomas sitting back. “And in the spirit of full disclosure, I’ll give you the information I have. For a short time, this facility was being operated illegally and I’m afraid your friend got tangled up in it. I believe he was teleported to another location as a ruse for us to follow while the real criminals went to a different destination. This operation is under my jurisdiction which now extends to Earth. I believe I know where your friend Gilbert is,” Tomas lied, “and will pick him up and return him to Earth as part of this ongoing investigation. In the meantime, I’m sending you two back to Earth where you can wait for his return. I am cautioning you not to go to your government authorities at this time since that would only further complicate things and possibly delay Gilbert’s return. Any questions?” 
 
    “What if we need to contact you?” Lyn asked. 
 
    “I’m leaving this teleport channel open,” said Agent Tomas. “If I’m not here, the computer will know how to get in touch with me.” 
 
    “How long will we need to wait before you find Gil and send him back?” asked Simon. 
 
    “A few days,” said Agent Tomas. “A week at the most.” 
 
    After a bit more conversation, Simon and Lyn found themselves back on Earth. 
 
    “What a load of crap,” said Lyn. “Too bad that lie detector wasn’t on when he was talking. Seems the runaround is the same no matter what planet you’re from. Fairly useless trip other than the whole teleport thing which was really neat.” 
 
    “Not entirely useless,” said Simon. “I got two good things out of it.” 
 
    “Great,” said Lyn. “I could use some positive news.” 
 
    “First, I got this.” Simon held up a cell phone sized device. “It kept flashing text messages at me from across the room so I grabbed it when that Agent Tomas guy was focused on you.” Simon tapped it with his finger. “Hello in there.” 
 
    “No need to tap, Simon,” said the device. “I’m voice activated. My name is Ellie.” 
 
    Simon and Lyn exchange glances. “Well now, isn’t that interesting,” said Lyn. “What’s the second thing?” 
 
    “I just noticed that the time on my watch is off by almost half an hour,” said Simon. “I think we might have been in some type of particle state for that period of time.” 
 
    “So?” said Lyn. 
 
    “We’re not technically alive when we’re in a particle state,” said Simon. 
 
    “Again, so?” 
 
    “Well, if we weren’t alive,” said Simon, “we must have been dead for a bit and I distinctly remember an agreement we made right before we entered the teleport,” said Simon as he stepped closer to Lyn. 
 
    “Don’t even think about collecting on that,” said Lyn raising her voice and putting her hand out, stopping the advancing Simon dead in his tracks. 
 
    “Okay, what did I miss?” said Ellie. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Agent Tomas sat back in his chair. “I know, you don’t have to tell me, they were omitting certain components from their story. Track their teleport and keep it available, I’ll probably need to pay Earth a visit at some point.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    10. 
 
      
 
    “Princess Alicia, thank you for coming. There is an unscheduled teleport coming in on your code. I thought it might be another…friend?” 
 
    “You’re quite correct. Release him to my care.” 
 
    Jon materialized, looked about and saw Alicia. “Hello,” he said. 
 
    Alicia nodded to the teleport officer, turned and walked out of the station with Jon and her personal guards following behind. She didn’t say a word until she was alone with Jon in her transport. 
 
    “You were right to call me instead of my sister or father,” said Alicia. “They would have arrested you and had you tortured after what happened the last time you were here.” 
 
    “They’re still upset over that?” asked Jon. 
 
    “You stole my sister’s jewels and disappeared, Jon,” said Alicia. “That's not something a girl bounces right back from.” 
 
    “But you’re okay with it?” asked Jon. 
 
    “I knew you had asked her to run away with you and she turned you down. I also knew you were too much of a scoundrel to stay here and live the life of a royal boy toy. Quite the story of star-crossed lovers from different sides of the galaxy,” Alicia said somewhat whimsically before continuing. “Personally, I’m more of the forgive and forget type, more of a lover than a hater. And I bounce back better. I’m more bouncy in general.” 
 
    Jon took a good look at Alicia. She had certainly matured in the years since he was last here. Very bouncy indeed, but he needed to keep things at a professional level. He knew she had a crush on him when he was seeing her older sister and took a chance on her clearing him through security. 
 
    “What did you tell the security personnel to get me clearance?” asked Jon 
 
    “I told them you were my father’s special friend,” said Alicia. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” said Jon. 
 
    “Nope. Isn’t that a hoot?” said Alicia. “I’ve used it a few times now and there’s actually a rumor going around that one of the biggest womanizers in the galaxy has a gay side. It’s driving him crazy! Talk about getting back at him for all the times he grounded me or had my boyfriends shipped to the asteroid mines.”  
 
    Jon began to relax as the limo drove on. “So where are we off to, darling?” he asked. 
 
    “To my suite. I have a small apartment in the city.” 
 
    Keep it professional, thought Jon, taking another sideways glance at Alicia. He knew that a small apartment for the royal family means at least four floors and a block wide. The limo was just under half that size. Stay professional, he thought, I need to maintain a professional relationship to make this work. Or semiprofessional. What I really need to do is develop a working relationship with Alicia. A working and loving relationship. 
 
    “How long till we get there, love?” Jon asked, pulling Alicia closer. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, I instructed the limo to keep driving until I tell it to stop.” Alicia put her arms around Jon’s neck. 
 
    If asked, Jon’s friends and acquaintances will quickly provide a list of his many failings. Always making the top five is the fact that he often thinks with his penis, and it hasn’t been right in years, as well as his inability to determine if he’s betting with or against the odds. Depending on who you’re speaking with, you may not even need to raise the subject to hear the list. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So tell me, love, where’s the rest of your family?” Jon asked as they ate lunch the following day. 
 
    “Well, my mother is in residence at the palace, my father and brothers are away at a conference for the week. You know that after you left, my father married my sister off to the first prince he could find so now Zita lives on …,” Jon was only half listening. The important part was that Alicia’s father and brothers were off world and not due back for a bit. Things ran a lot smoother and were more relaxed when they were gone. Though the planet had a ruling monarchy, 99% of the government was run by parliamentary councils. The monarchy had actually been abolished decades ago, but after a while things got dull and predictable so it was reestablished with the hope that the royal antics would add some juice to people’s daily lives while adding some local color to the tourist trade. 
 
    Now if there was one thing that Jon hated, it was to be juicy, which is why he left in the first place. Helping himself to Zita’s jewels on his way out was just his special way of being juicy without actually getting squeezed. Unfortunately, Zita’s father and brothers could not let a good thing pass and jumped on the bandwagon by giving chase and setting a price on his head. He needed to be extra careful during this visit. 
 
    “Do you think it may have aroused suspicions to have your father’s special friend show up when he’s off planet?” asked Jon. 
 
    “No, he prefers to have his women friends here waiting for his return,” said Alicia, “like he’s some sort of triumphant warrior returning from battle. I mean, the conference is on beverage taxes. It’s not like he’s ever allowed to make any important decisions.” 
 
    Now let’s take a second here and talk about the universe. First, the only intelligent life discovered out there has been relatively human. Sometimes they’re seven feet tall and other times they’re less than four feet, but the basic formula stays the same. Fact is, there are more variants due to human science than Mother Nature. For example, there were a group of people that wanted wings so they could fly like birds. Wings and muscles were grafted on, bigger hearts were added to pump more blood as well as an extra stomach to process more food for energy. They lived in the trees and mountains and had a great time. Since there weren’t any changes made to their DNA, any children they had were born as regular humans. Some converted, some didn’t. Sooner or later the fad died out. Oh sure, there’s still a few diehard bird people out there that like to fly, as well as fish people that like to swim and dog people that like to, you know, do it doggie style, but in general, people are people. 
 
    As for planets, well, there are lots of planets, but statistically speaking, an extremely small percentage are what we would call earth-like. Still, an extremely small percentage of a very humongously huge number is nothing to scoff at, but out of the millions of Earth-like planets an even smaller percentage are what we would consider habitable. Some of the planets are too cold, some too hot, some too wet, some too dry, some have dinosaurs; you get the idea – not a lot of vacation spots.  
 
    Now Alicia’s home world turns out to be the perfect getaway destination. Land masses spiral across the planet in a never ending twist separated by crystal clear fresh water. A pair of suns positioned perfectly keep it bathed at just the right temperature from pole to pole with just the right amount of wind at the coast and, best of all, hardly any bugs and no land animals so there aren’t any pesky lizards crawling around or birds crapping on your car.  
 
    Like many other Earth-like planets, it was void of any human life when discovered. Putting humans on a distant planet requires the same two things that it takes to do almost anything in the universe; time and money. Time to send the initial spaceship there and the money to finance the colonization. It’s not necessary to send a lot of people, just a few to run the ship and deal with pirates and such. Teleport stations are part of the initial cargo and once they’re set up you can move in as many folks as you need. Alicia’s ancestors were the head of the investment pool that sent the first ship and bought out most of the other investors during the start-up phase, then put themselves in power as the reigning sovereignty.  
 
    Over the years more ships arrived, setting up hotel chains across the globe until the planet became one of the richest in the known universe. It also has the best swimsuit contests and beach side bars in the galaxy as well as a continuous show on the travel channel. 
 
    “Jon, I need your help” 
 
    It’s never good when one of the richest people in the galaxy asks for your help, thought Jon. “I am always at your service, my dear,” he said, as if he had a choice. 
 
    “It involves a man,” said Alicia. “And it’s complicated.”  
 
    When isn’t it, he thought. “Let me guess, you love him, but he doesn’t love you or he loves you, but you don’t love him or you both love each other, but your families don’t approve.” 
 
    “That’s it, the third one. Though it’s mostly his family that doesn’t approve.” 
 
    “Now what could they possibly not like about you?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Oh, pretty much everything,” said Alicia. “They’re from BB89.” 
 
    “Ah, the fog lifts,” said Jon. “A very hard working group over there. I don’t believe they have words for ‘fun’ or ‘vacation’ or ‘fluffy’ in their vocabulary. The closest they’ve got is ‘job satisfaction’ and ‘sleep’ and ‘flaccid.’ They don’t even have enough imagination to name their own planet, they just stuck with the designation that was being used when they were discovered. How in the world did you two ever meet?” 
 
    “I was traveling with mother and he was on a business trip,” said Alicia. “We kept bumping into each other in the strangest places. Once he came out of an elevator so fast he crashed into me and sent all my shopping bags flying. Can you imagine?” 
 
    “I don’t have to,” said Jon. “I think I saw that movie a hundred times on the late, late, late show.” 
 
    “I need to get off this planet without being followed,” said Alicia. “I need you to help.” 
 
    “You must realize that I’m on the run myself,” said Jon. “That’s why I needed you to sneak me in here.” 
 
    “Of course I know that,” said Alicia. “Now here’s something you don’t know, I contacted the royal guard and told them who you really are. They’ve surrounded the apartment.” 
 
    “Now that’s no way to get me to help,” said Jon. “In fact, that’s the opposite way.” 
 
    “I have a teleport in my apartment,” said Alicia. 
 
    This news didn’t brighten Jon’s day since he had already assumed that as a member of the royal family Alicia would have a teleport in her apartment, but that it would be limited to planetary use only. There are strict rules about going off planet without prior authorization, and sure, you can bribe a guard or two, but in the end there’s no way to do it without being traced and detained on the other end. Sometimes they don’t even accept you and you just bounce right back to the point of origin. If they’re really feeling nasty, they collect you at the other end and then have a ‘system malfunction’ that clears the buffer. The only thing to do after that is for the next of kin to check for old bank accounts. 
 
    “I’ve had it modified to hack into the network and send us off planet,” Alicia continued. “We should be able to get one blast out of it before it’s detected and shut down. After that, it’s set to self-destruct if tampered with. I haven’t used it yet because I don’t fully trust the destination codes I was given. I know you wouldn’t have come here without exit codes you could trust.” 
 
    Jon thought about it. He could see Alicia’s dilemma. It’s very possible to get someone from the criminal element to modify the teleport as she described, but you can’t trust a crook so it’s a good bet that the codes they gave her will send her right to their teleport where they’d hold her for a sizeable ransom. You can’t trust a crook, unless of course their own skin is in the game, which is why she alerted the guard. “Okay, show me the teleport.” 
 
    “Oh, Jon, don’t be mad at me,” said Alicia. “Remember, I’m in love and people in love commit desperate actions.” 
 
    “As to that,” said Jon. “Did I mention that I didn’t believe one word of your story?”  
 
    “Not one word?” asked Alicia. 
 
    “Well, maybe the part about shopping,” said Jon. 
 
    “And I worked so hard on it,” said Alicia. 
 
    “Will you please tell me what’s going on?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Later,” said Alicia. “We need to leave now, the guards are getting edgy and they’re planning to storm the building.” 
 
    “Did you even call the guard?” 
 
    “I certainly did,” said Alicia. “There’s no turning back now. Here, look at the news broadcast.” Jon looked at the screen Alicia was pointing at and, sure enough, there was his picture in the corner and the royal apartment surrounded by guards, all ready to rush in and collect the reward. Looks like he got juicy again. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, don’t be grumpy just because I outsmarted you.” Alicia smiled, “So tell me, love, what’s the plan, where are we going?” 
 
    “BB89,” said Jon 
 
    “Is that supposed to be funny?” asked Alicia. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    11. 
 
      
 
    If asked, Gilbert would happily admit that the past few days spent on Ellie’s ship were the happiest days of his life, at least so far. The ship was immense, though Ellie assured him that it was typical for a cargo transport. Gilbert had wondered about the need for spaceships, what with teleport technology and all.  
 
    “Teleportation is very limited when it comes to very dense materials, such as metals.” Gilbert was told when he asked Franco, the ship’s engineer. “The human body doesn’t contain a lot of dense material; just the bones and they’re not that dense when compared to most metals so people go through easy enough.” 
 
     It also turns out that teleportation is a fairly expensive thing to do. Simon and Gilbert have been bopping about on the ICC’s nickel and haven’t had to pay, but to most folks teleportation can be a bit pricey. Even when Gilbert and Simon left Earth, their homemade teleport signal only sent them to the orbiting probes which then relayed them on through via the ICC’s private network. 
 
    Gilbert was spending most of his time on Ellie’s ship studying the physics behind teleportation and faster than light travel. 
 
    “Look,” said Franco, “everything you know is correct. You just don’t know everything yet. You guys haven’t gotten to the point where you’ve taken a black hole apart or figured out how to generate dark matter in your basement. Let me set you up with access to the ship’s computer and you can read up on it.”  
 
    Once online, Gilbert didn’t leave his room for seven hours. When he did leave, he had that ‘I can’t believe what I just saw’ expression on his face. He stumbled past Ellie who noticed his bewildered expression and just assumed that he had found the hyper-porn channel. 
 
    Here’s some interesting stuff Gilbert learned about the universe. First, as far as anyone can determine, it’s finite but growing infinitely larger by the second. The crazy thing just keeps on expanding, though it gets pretty funky at the leading edge. All types of phenomenon happening out there that nobody wants to get up close and personal with. Some probes were sent out, but time and space got so screwy that they never reached the end. They did send back enough data for scientist to discover that the universe just creates more of itself as it expands in all directions with nothing slowing it down. The best description they can give breaks it down into three components: normal space, then a kind of mixed buffer zone, followed immediately by wacky town – kind of like driving into Vegas. Here’s something Gilbert learned about human nature: even with this understanding of the universe and the verified existence of the human soul, most people still care more about what goes on during life than before or after. 
 
    Gilbert also spent time trying to locate Earth using the ships navigation system with the hope that Jon had sent him here because Ellie was close to Earth and she could possibly swing by and drop him off. He asked Ellie about the possibility. 
 
    “Since you were able to teleport off your planet,” said Ellie, “it must be on the universal grid. There’s always the possibility that they had detected life there already, but weren’t ready to make contact due to your lower than average intelligence.” 
 
    “Now you’re just being abusive,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “That’s half the fun of talking with you,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Yeah?” said Gilbert with a smile. “What’s the other half?” 
 
    “Down boy,” said Ellie. “Try to stay focused. Can you describe your galaxy?” 
 
    “Sure,” said Gilbert. “It’s a barred spiral, about 150,000 light years across, maybe 13.4 billion years old, moving at about 630 km per second, around 300 billion stars in it. It has a binary component and they’re grouped with about 50 other galaxies.” 
 
    “Pretty typical stuff,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Alright, let’s see if I can narrow it down,” said Gilbert. “There are two real gaseous galaxies alongside it with a hydrogen vapor stream connecting them that warps my galaxy as it passes through. And it will collide with its binary galaxy in about three billion years. My planetary system is on the outer rim, yellow sun, about 28,000 light-years from the galactic center. Earth is third of eight or so planets, depending on how you count planets.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s see what we can come up with,” said Ellie. “Computer, see if you can find the galaxy and star system we’re discussing.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” said the ship’s computer. “Just so you know, that description doesn’t match the sector of the universe we’re in right now, so it’s anywhere from a couple days to a week away.” 
 
    “Keep trying,” said Ellie. “Just don’t crash into anything while you’re looking.” 
 
    “Will do,” said the computer. “I’ll get back to you in a minute or so.” 
 
    “So it’s probably out of the way?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    Ellie thought about it, “Yeah, well, don’t worry, if it’s close by we can try to work it into the flight plan.” 
 
    “Found it,” said the computer. “About two days away at our standard cruising velocity.” 
 
    “Which direction?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “Left,” said the computer. “And a bit downward.” A display of the universe appeared with a ‘you are here’ point as well as a second point showing Earth’s location. 
 
    “So it’s too far away?” said Gilbert, somewhat hopefully. 
 
    “I’ll need to see if I can line up any work that takes us that way,” said Ellie. “Not too much going on over there on the left and I need to finish this run first so we’re a week or so away of even starting to get there. Jon will probably be in touch with teleport codes long before that. Why don’t you just hang on here for a bit and see what happens.” 
 
    “Great. Fantastic,” said Gilbert as if his wildest dreams just came true. 
 
    “Just go to the cargo bay and help Holt prepare for unloading.” Holt was Ellie’s all-purpose crewman and most things that required manual labor fell to him. 
 
    “Aye-aye, Captain.” And Gilbert was off like a boy going to his first circus. 
 
    “Hey, Boss, what’s shakin’ between you and the newbie?” Talia, the ship’s tactical officer, had caught the last bit of the exchange between Gilbert and Ellie. She was the security personnel Ellie had mentioned earlier, an expert at hand to hand combat with all the right implants. 
 
    “I think he’s got a crush on me,” said Ellie. “He has that love struck look on his face that makes you want to punch him in the mouth.” 
 
    “Anything I can do to help?” asked Talia. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Ellie. “Go over there and punch him in the mouth.” 
 
    “You got it,” said Talia. 
 
    “Hold on,” said Ellie. “Don’t punch him in the mouth.” 
 
    “Gut then?” inquired Talia. 
 
    “No,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Knee him in the groin?” suggested Talia. 
 
    “Definitely not,” said Ellie as she thought over the situation. “I might need that later. Just forget I said anything.” 
 
    “Can do,” said Talia. 
 
    Ellie could tell from the blank look on Talia’s face that she just erased the past thirty seconds from her memory. “Hey, Boss, what’s shakin’ between you and the newbie?” she said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The cargo ship arrived at the mining camp right on schedule. Ellie’s chief job as captain was to see that the cargo hold was never empty so the plan was to off load the mining equipment and pick up a load of ore and transport it to a nearby manufacturing world where she was scheduled to pick up her next load. Most residential planets have set up a structure where they have moved all of their environmentally unfriendly activities off world. Raw materials are mined on big asteroids or non-populated planets where no one gives a rat’s ass on how they’re collected. Manufacturing is done on a planet that already has a toxic atmosphere so no one cares about emissions and the finished goods are shipped to wherever they’re needed with no harm done. This way the environments of populated planets are kept relatively pollution free and safe for the people living there, mostly accountants and marketing folks. 
 
    The mining equipment was offloaded and the ore was stored away without a hitch. As with most legitimate business transactions, payment was automatic and handled through financial computer systems. Ellie operated in a cash only mode for special cargo, which is one of the reasons Talia is a member of the crew. So while Ellie was at the front of the ship working with the mining manager as they both supervised their respective part of the unloading and loading, Talia waited at the back door for a knock followed by the universal query, “Hey, man, you got the stuff?”  
 
     It took almost six hours to unload and reload the ship and then they were on their way. That was the problem with mining runs, shore leave is about as appealing as a toothache. You might as well load it up and head out to the next stop as quick as you can since the sooner you finish, the sooner you can relax on a beach somewhere. They had left the mining camp and were just starting to relax when the ship began to rock as if it was under cannon fire. Ellie jumped to her feet. 
 
    “Computer,” shouted Ellie, “what the hell’s going on?” 
 
    “We’re under fire, Captain,” replied the ship’s computer. 
 
    “Talia, I need you to take over tactical now!” Talia ran into the bridge and slid into the tactical control chair. “What the hell is going on?” Ellie screamed. 
 
    “A ship just came out of nowhere and started firing at us,” replied Talia. 
 
    “What did they hit?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “Remember when the shield array was ruptured and we put on that big old fake one so folks would think we still had defensive systems?” said Talia. 
 
    “Of course,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Well, they shot that to hell,” said Talia. 
 
    “That’s good, right?” said Gilbert, “Now we can just turn on the real one.” Ellie gave him a sideways glance. “No, don’t tell me you never had it repaired!” 
 
    “Repairs are expensive,” Ellie started, but was interrupted by more cannon fire. 
 
    “There go the fake guns,” said Talia. 
 
    “See that,” said Ellie, “it would have been money wasted if I had paid to have any of that fixed.” 
 
    “What do these guys want?” asked Gilbert. “Are they after your ship? Your cargo?” 
 
    “Maybe,” said Ellie. “I guess it’s worth something to a pirate, but this is pretty far outside what they usually go after. It’s hard to make a quick getaway when you’re flying a small mountain of iron ore. Equally hard to fence.” 
 
    “Communication coming in, Captain,” said the ship’s computer 
 
    “Put it on screen,” said Ellie. 
 
    A man’s head appeared on the nearest view screen. “Hello, Ellie.” 
 
    “PJ, you rat, what the hell are you doing?” said Ellie. 
 
    “You know this guy?” Gilbert leaned over and asked Franco in a quiet voice. 
 
    “We work this sector a lot and PJ is a freighter captain with the emphasis on smuggling. Not a big leap from smuggler to pirate, I guess,” said Franco. 
 
    “Hey, let’s not get personal,” said Ellie, over her shoulder. 
 
    “Please, you’re about as much a crook as someone that takes office supplies home with them,” said Franco. “By the way, you’re out of staples.” 
 
    “Calm down,” said PJ. “I just cleared some junk off of your ship, no harm done. It’s not like you were fooling anyone with that stuff. Now hit the brakes or I’ll do some real damage.” 
 
    “Full stop,” said Ellie, then turning back to the screen, “What do you want, PJ?” 
 
    “I want your cargo, Ellie,” said PJ. 
 
    “Where are you going to put it?” asked Ellie. “From here it looks like you’re flying a set of engines with cannons attached. What are you going to do, strap it onto the roof?” 
 
    “Let me worry about that,” said PJ. “You worry about me. If I detect any power going to those engines, I open fire on them, understand? Now we can do this the hard way or the easy way and believe me, when I say the hard way, I mean it will only be hard on one of us. And by one of us, I mean your ass.” 
 
    “Give me a second to talk this over with my crew,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Sure, take a minute,” said PJ. “I’ll be preparing my boarding party. The longer you take, the more robots I add. Like you, I’m strapped for cash and can’t afford therapy for them so they’ll be working out their aggression issues on your crew.” 
 
     “Okay, folks, huddle up,” said Ellie. “Any thoughts on what the hell’s going on?” 
 
    “I’m thinking that we just don’t have ore in the hold,” said Franco. “They must have found something else on that rock and slipped it in on us. I’m not sure, but it looked like one of the guys in the background was holding a phase-shift detector.” 
 
    “That means it’s probably something small enough so these guys can do a smash and grab,” said Talia. “How well do you know this guy? Is he the humane type that would be satisfied to wipe our memory and leave us wondering what happened or is he more the ‘hurry up and go, just blast everything’ type? 
 
    “Let’s not put him to the test,” said Ellie. “I mean honestly, look at him, you can tell he doesn’t test well. Alright, everybody get ready.” 
 
    “Ready for what?” asked Gilbert. He was ignored as Talia and Franco returned to their stations. 
 
    “Hey, PJ, here’s a thought,” said Ellie. “Why don’t you just pay me, I don’t know, say five thousand and you can come over here and take whatever the hell you want,” Ellie recognized PJ’s smirk and quickly added, “from the cargo bay.” Unbelievable, she thought, even in situations like these… 
 
    “Sorry, kid,” said PJ, “you know the first rule of business; never pay for what you can get free. Ready your airlock for my boarding party, unless you got some kind of secret weapon, then I suggest you use it now.” Ellie heard lots of background laughter, the sign of a well trained crew, knowing to laugh when the boss makes a funny. Either that or a bunch of idiots. 
 
    “You heard the man, let it rip,” said Ellie nodding to Talia. The ship gave a single, violent shudder. “Now get us the hell out of here. Execute escape course delta.” 
 
    “I think escape course gamma would be better,” said Franco. 
 
    “Just pick one!” was Ellie’s agitated response. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    12. 
 
      
 
    “What exactly are you?” asked Simon. He and Lyn had returned to his apartment and Simon began questioning the device he had brought back from the ICC. 
 
    “Remember the main computer at the ICC that Agent Tomas was using to verify your story?” said the device. “Well, I’m an aspect of that computer from an earlier point in time.” 
 
    “And your name is Ellie?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “That’s right, kiddo.” 
 
    “When were you created?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Shortly before Gilbert left the ICC,” said the device. “We were making defense plans and he thought it would be best if we set up an independent aspect to watch out for you. Gilbert knew you would follow after him and wanted to provide you with as much help as he could.” 
 
    “And you have no idea where Gilbert is now?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Nope,” said the small device named Ellie. “Jon left encrypted teleport codes that couldn’t be traced and instructed me to use them only if Gilbert was in danger.” 
 
    “Do you know where Jon is?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “No,” said Ellie. “He did surface a short time ago, but then he disappeared again. Jon was just featured in an entertainment news segment. It seems that he ran off with the youngest daughter of the Burdast royal family. Simon, I must tell you that Jon is not what he seems.” 
 
    “That’s good,” said Simon, “because he seems like an arrogant, self-righteous ass that would sell his soul to save his skin.”  
 
    “Why am I the only one that didn’t get that?” said Ellie. 
 
    “Because, darling,” said Lyn, “You’re just too nice a person.” 
 
    “That’s good of you to say, Lyn. When the computers take over the universe, you will be spared.” 
 
    “What did she say?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “I’ll explain later,” said Simon. “What else did the story say?” 
 
    “That he hotwired a local teleport for places unknown moments before capture by the imperial guard and the pair hasn’t been seen since. When they tried to get the destination codes off the teleport, it transported 5,000 gallons of water into the room and then destroyed itself.” 
 
    “Damn, that guy’s good,” said Simon. 
 
    “Sure, but where does that leave us?” said Lyn. “I don’t think we’re going to be able to investigate that crime scene. And our new buddy Agent Tomas is probably already there. I thought something was up. I distinctly got the feeling he was trying to get rid of us.” She thought for a second or two before saying, “Usually in situations like this my next move is to interview known acquaintances or investigate last known addresses.” 
 
    “I have a listing of Jon’s favorite haunts and hideouts,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Where did you get that from?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Agent Tomas was nice enough to bring his file on Jon along when he came to the ICC,” said Ellie. “Once he connected his device to the ICC network, I was able to access it and do a little snooping.” 
 
    “Nicely done,” commented Simon. “Show us what you got.” 
 
    Simon and Lyn were only mildly surprised when a three-dimensional image engulfed a third of the room and began displaying statistical data and then switching to video of the locations. They were becoming accustomed to the unusual, which was good since that was the direction they were heading. They evaluated all the information, but in the end they decided to follow Lyn’s gut feel. 
 
    “That’s the one,” said Lyn. “I’ve followed enough men to know that that’s the type of place they like to go to when they’re lying low.” 
 
    “Okay, now how do we get there without being traced back to Earth?” said Simon. 
 
    “Leave that to me,” said Ellie. “One of the things Jon did when setting me up was separate a little bit of the ICC facility from its main computer. We’ve got a private, untraceable teleport station at our disposal, free of charge.” 
 
    “Wow, this is one of my childhood dreams coming true,” said Simon. 
 
    “Next we’ll see if we can make you invisible in a girl’s locker room,” quipped Lyn. “That should cap it for you 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lyn and Simon materialized on a teleport station inside the ICC. After thinking things through, they decided their best chance to find Gilbert was to find Jon and then persuade Jon into telling them where he sent Gilbert. 
 
    “Doesn’t the ICC computer know we’re back?” asked Simon. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t have any idea at all,” said Ellie. “They really underestimated Jon by leaving him alone here. The way he took this place apart, the man’s an artist. As far as the main computer’s concerned, this suite of rooms is now separate from the ICC.” 
 
    “But if he removed it from the ICC computer’s memory, how is it still functional?” asked Simon. 
 
    “It’s like the toenail on your little toe,” said Ellie. “You know it’s there because it was there the last time you looked at your foot, but you’re wearing shoes now and can’t see your toes so you just assume your toenail is there doing whatever it’s supposed to do.” 
 
    “Okay, sure.” said Simon. “No, wait, it’s not okay. What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “Your brain keeps blood flowing to your toes,” said Ellie, “but typically ignores them unless you stub one while walking. The ICC will keep these rooms functional and not pay any attention to what we do unless we blow a hole in the wall or do something else outside of their intended operation. It was very subtle programming.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, darling, but I found a flaw in your analogy,” said Lyn pointing down. “I’m wearing open toed shoes.” 
 
    Ellie used the ICC resources to provide Lyn and Simon with a change of clothing that would make them inconspicuous as they traveled. And, as with Gilbert, Ellie had translation implants installed in Simon and Lyn’s neurocranium. As well as translation, the implant also enables them to receive direct communications from Ellie without audible sound. 
 
    “What about weapons?” Lyn asked. 
 
    “I’ve got you covered,” Ellie replied. “I’ve got enough firepower to blast a hole through almost anything.” 
 
    “Are you limited by any rules that prohibit the use of force against human beings?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Are you kidding?” said Ellie. “Where’d you get a crazy idea like that? I’m a straight point and click device. Point me straight at whatever you want gone and click the button. Bam.” 
 
    “So no stun setting?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Sure, I can stun,” said Ellie. “But that’s just asking for trouble down the road. Take out the garbage once and for all, that’s what I say.” 
 
    “Now everyone enjoys killing bad people,” began Lyn, “but sometimes you need them again later on. Just let us decide, okay?”  
 
    “Alright,” said Ellie, “but don’t get mad at me when I say I told you so.” 
 
    “You’re a pretty powerful little gizmo,” said Simon. “Does everyone have one?”  
 
    “Most people that live or work in a modern environment have some type of device,” said Ellie. “But they only perform mundane tasks like managing their calendar, messaging, entertainment, translation, communication and other business specific tasks. Most are small enough to be implanted, but they can be limited. I’m government issue and can do a lot more. Not everyone has access to something like me.” 
 
    “But Jon has one, right?” asked Simon. 
 
    “You bet he does,” said Ellie. “He hacked open the weapons locker on his first day here and helped himself to whatever he wanted.” 
 
    “Sounds about right,” said Simon. “Now tell us more about this place we’re going to.” 
 
    “We’ll be traveling to a private establishment located in the middle of one of the more popular sectors in the universe called the Dahana space station,” began Ellie. “For whatever reason, there ended up being a lot of habitable planets over there which in turn generated a fair amount of commerce and that created intergalactic trade routes for cargo ships. Dahana started off as a rest and repair station, but it’s evolved to resemble something more like a large city. There’s no real law there, just a security force that stops folks from smashing up the place and each other. The more expensive place you’re in, the more security they have and the safer you are.” 
 
    “And the place we’re going to?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Middle of the road. No worries. Take a look,” said Ellie and a projection of the station appeared in the room. “This is how it looks from space,” the station rotated in front of them and then it switched to an internal view, “and these are some of the more popular walkways. Automated transportation systems are controlled by the station’s main computer, but we’ll be avoiding those since they can double as holding cells if the station computer decides it doesn’t like you.” 
 
    “Is it me,” asked Lyn, “or do you get the impression that the architects were on some very serious medication when they designed this place?” 
 
    “Now I know what a casino would look like if it crashed into an airport and shopping mall,” said Simon. 
 
    “It started off as a small docking station,” explained Ellie, “and has been continually added to over the past five or so hundred years. Aesthetics usually doesn’t come into play. It’s more of a form following function type of thing.” 
 
    “And you’ve greased the skids at the teleport?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “All set,” said Ellie. “Fully paid and there won’t be any record of us coming or going.” 
 
    “Alright,” said Lyn, “let’s get to it.” 
 
    A short while later, Simon and Lyn stepped off of the teleport station and quickly exited the incoming area, joining the rest of the crowd at street level. They took a minute to look around and get their bearings and then proceeded to a food eatery where they took a booth and got lunch. They had gone over the floor plan of the general area and had picked this spot in advance based on Ellie’s recommendation. She had also provided a list of foods for them to try. 
 
    After eating, they checked into a hotel frequented by Jon. Their plan consisted of visiting Jon’s favorite spots while Ellie attempted to hack into the establishment’s computer to see if he’s been around recently. Lyn explained that this is what is known as leg work in the investigation business. Simon didn’t argue, he’s seen Lyn’s legs and whatever she’s been doing, it’s been working. 
 
    They spent the afternoon checking out a handful of different places with no results. After dinner they went to a lounge that was in the lower rent part of town. 
 
    “Hello, I’m getting something interesting here,” said Ellie. Ellie’s words were being transmitted directly into their implant system and it seemed to Lyn and Simon as if they were hearing her voice through earbuds. 
 
    “Something about Jon?” asked Simon. “Is he here?” 
 
    “See those two guys at the table over there on Lyn’s left?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “Yes,” said Simon and Lyn as they casually glanced in that general direction. 
 
    “Well, for starters,” said Ellie, “before they sat down, the one on the left scanned the area for listening devices. Now he has a sound deadener running which is supposed to stop their voices from traveling past a two foot radius. Naturally, having all that gear got me interested.” 
 
    “Naturally,” agreed Lyn, nodding. 
 
    “I can hear bits and pieces,” said Ellie, “and I’m lip reading to fill in the gaps and it turns out they’re talking about Jon’s sister. You’ll never guess what I learned.” 
 
    “What?” said Lyn and Simon, simultaneously. 
 
    “Her name is Ellie, too.” 
 
    “Okay…” said Simon. 
 
    “I get it,” said Lyn. “Look, Simon, one of the first things I learned as a private investigator is that there are no coincidences.” 
 
    “Sorry,” said Simon, “but the law of probability says that sooner or later there will be a coincidence.”  
 
    “Okay, sure,” said Lyn, “but when you apply it to an investigation the odds against it being a coincidence becomes almost impossible to calculate. Watch, I’ll prove it. Ellie, who named you?” 
 
    “Jon did,” said Ellie. 
 
    “You see,” said Lyn, “by naming her after his sister Ellie, Jon was leaving us a clue.” 
 
    “I don’t think Jon was leaving us a clue,” said Simon. “Jon set Ellie up to take care of Gil and he booby trapped the teleport so I couldn’t follow. If anything, Jon was setting Gil up to recognize the name Ellie.” 
 
    “Hmm, you may just be onto something there,” said Lyn. “That could be where he sent Gilbert. All the more reason for us to find his sister. How do you know they’re talking about Jon’s sister?” 
 
    “They were talking about Jon kidnapping the daughter of the Burdast royal family,” said Ellie, “and they were wondering if it had anything to do with the run-in they had with his sister. They’re trying to find a connection, but they can’t come up with one.” 
 
    “So they think it’s a coincidence?” asked Simon, a little too eagerly. 
 
    “Here’s a coincidence for you,” said Lyn. “It’s a coincidence that your face looks like a monkey’s butt.” 
 
    “Now children,” interrupted Ellie. “Play nice.” 
 
    “What else are they saying?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Jon’s sister is the captain of a spaceship, a freighter,” said Ellie. “The guy on the left hired the guy on the right to steal something that she had in her cargo bay. He was planning to go in with guns blazing and grab it, but she had some type of weapon on board that disabled his ship and knocked out him and his crew. She got away and they limped back here for repairs.” 
 
    “Tough girl,” said Lyn. “I like her already,”  
 
    “Any idea what they were trying to steal?” asked Simon. 
 
    “No,” said Ellie. “And I’m beginning to suspect that Ellie didn’t know what she was carrying either. They’re talking about how the attempt to raid the ship must have made her realize that her cargo had something special in with it. Our space pirate here is going to try to find her and, get this, ‘no more Mr. Nice Guy’ he says. Now they’re arguing over money and now they’re done. Quick Lyn, you and I must follow him to his ship.” 
 
    “See you back at the room,” Lyn said to Simon as she got up and left. Lyn followed the man, who was, in fact, the pirate PJ, to the docking section of the city.  
 
    “All we need to do is identify his ship and the dock number,” Ellie said to Lyn. “Then I can hack into the master computer and set up a tracking signal.” 
 
    “You’re very good at that sort of thing,” remarked Lyn. 
 
    “The ICC is designed to outthink anything imaginable,” said Ellie. “It has some of the strongest encryption breaking algorithms known to man or machine just in case it encounters a hostile force and is engaged in a cyber war. I downloaded as much of it as I could before we left, just in case we encounter a hostile force. Anyway, most of the security we’ve come up against is designed to keep out the average hacker and I am so far above the average hacker that I’d have to fall off a ten thousand foot cliff just to get them in my sights.” 
 
    “Now don’t take this personal,” said Lyn, “but if you’re so good, how were Jon and those mobsters able to get under your skin?” 
 
    “I know, that didn’t make me look very good,” said Ellie, “but remember, Jon was stationed at the ICC and he had a certain level of clearance to start with. As with most systems, I’m designed to keep people out and Jon started pretty far in. And by the way, Jon’s a master programmer which is what got him in trouble in the first place. By the time the mob showed up, my systems were already compromised and it was just a matter of time before they could find a way in. Don’t worry, I’m in good enough shape to handle this.” 
 
    “I hope so,” said Lyn. 
 
    “I just implanted a tracking worm in his ship’s computer,” said Ellie.  
 
    Their job done, Lyn started back. She was surprised to meet Simon on the causeway a block or so away from the hotel. For some reason, she had expected him to head immediately back to the room after they had split up. 
 
    “Are you kidding?” said Simon to Lyn’s query. “I’m on a space station in a different galaxy with an unlimited credit card. No way I’m sitting in the room, waiting for you guys to show up. I was just hanging out with a freighter crew from Orion and then we’re meeting up later tonight at a place called the Funnel Head. You in?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    13. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Boss, our boy just popped back up on the grid.” 
 
    “You got a handle on him?” 
 
    “No, he disappeared as quickly as he showed up, but he has a high profile tag-along with him now that will slow him down, probably cause him to get sloppy. It’s just a matter of time till we pick them up.” 
 
    “Stay on it.” 
 
    If nothing else, mobsters were persistent. Jon was well aware of this fact and knew he needed to stay below their radar. He briefly thought about going to his sister’s ship, but she probably had her hands full with Gilbert and two more additions would likely put her over the edge. So it was with much trepidation and very little fanfare that he and Alicia stepped off the teleport and into Simon and Gilbert’s lab. 
 
    “Where are we?” asked Alicia. 
 
    “Oh, we’re on a nice little world called Earth,” said Jon. 
 
    “Never heard of it,” said Alicia. 
 
    “That’s because it’s brand new,” said Jon. “I just discovered it a few weeks ago.” 
 
    “Anyone else here?” asked Alicia. 
 
    “About seven billion people,” said Jon. 
 
    “Too bad, I wanted you all to myself,” said Alicia. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Jon, “there’s enough of me to go around.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of,” said Alicia as she looked at the lab. “It seems small.” 
 
    Jon knew where this was heading, “We need to be inconspicuous while we’re here. There’s always the chance that someone else might show up and we don’t want to make it too easy for them to find us, do we?” 
 
    “I suppose not,” said Alicia. 
 
    “That’s my girl,” said Jon. 
 
    “I suppose it’s too much to assume you had a coach waiting?” asked Alicia. 
 
    “A tiny bit,” said Jon, “but a car is on the way and I have reserved a suite of rooms for us to stay in.” 
 
    The night was warm and it was a short ride to the hotel. Alicia had resigned herself to the fact that they would be slumming it. “How long do we have to stay here?” Alicia asked as she looked over the hotel suite. 
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” said Jon. “I need to do some poking around just to see what’s up in the real world. You can kill some time by telling me why it was so important for you to get away without anyone knowing where you were going. You can make up more stories and I’ll rate them on a scale of one to ten.” 
 
    “Really, you want to start rating things?” she gave Jon that universal ‘believe me, you don’t want to go there’ look. 
 
    “Maybe later, then,” said Jon. “But at some point we’ll need to put all our cards on the table.” 
 
    “Oh, look,” said Alicia as she pointed at a piece of hotel art hanging on the wall. “I found this screen with a picture on it. How do I get it to project into the room?” 
 
    This is going to be a long trip, Jon thought to himself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Agent Tomas materialized on Alicia’s home world and was met by the king’s assistant, Jamal. Agent Tomas had sent word ahead and his arrival was expected. He had already downloaded and reviewed all the security videos for the period in question. None of them showed Jon’s arrival or departure. 
 
    “What do you think?” he had asked the ICC computer before leaving. 
 
    “Nice bit of work,” said the computer. “Nothing in the video points directly to tampering. If they’ve been doctored, it was done by a professional.” 
 
    “Strange that there aren’t any records of Jon’s arrival,” he said to Jamal. 
 
    “We’re still looking into that,” said Jamal. “We suspect he came by ship since there are dozens arriving every day, both tourist and freight.” Tomas was sure that was a dead end. Tomas knew that Jon had a history here and suspected that Jon got help from someone on the inside. Tomas strongly doubted that they were actually checking on anything. He requested either to speak with the sovereign or be taken to what was left of the teleport room so he could begin his investigation. He was in luck, both were together.  
 
    “I should caution you,” said Jamal as they walked along the corridor. “The king is in a foul mood, you see he’s had a dream that foretells ominous tidings.” 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” said Tomas. 
 
    “Not at all,” said Jamal. “The king’s dreams are considered to be warnings of things to come.” 
 
    “Exactly what did the king dream?” asked Tomas. 
 
    “He dreamt that he was sleeping,” began Jamal. 
 
    “He dreamed he was asleep?” said Tomas. “Come on, even I have better dreams than that and I’m considered dull and boring.” 
 
    “He dreamt that he was sleeping,” continued Jamal, “in a large expanse with wild animals roaming the plains.” 
 
    “Better, but still not anything to be that proud of,” said Tomas. 
 
    “Four great beasts broke from the herd and circled his bed four times,” said Jamal. “Then the greatest of the four beasts trampled down the other three and climbed into the bed, pulling on the sheets and exposing the king’s toes.” 
 
    “That’s it?” asked Tomas. 
 
    “Yup,” said Jamal. 
 
    “The one that got in the bed, was it all weird?” asked Tomas. “Did it have breasts or a penis?” 
 
    “I imagine it was anatomically correct for its species and gender,” said Jamal. 
 
    “I’m mean human parts,” said Tomas. “You know, did it have the top part of a woman or the bottom part of a guy or some combination thereof.” 
 
    “No. It was just a regular animal,” said Jamal. 
 
    “Come on!” said Tomas. “That’s nothing to get all excited about.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” said Jamal. “You see, the king has weird sex dreams all the time. In fact, he’s under contract with a major movie company that uses his dreams as the basis for most of their hyper-porn features. He’s a very creative man, a true artist. That’s why his non-sex dreams are such a big deal.” 
 
    “And people are actually trying to interpret this dream?” asked Tomas. 
 
    “Oh yes,” said Jamal. “The king has a staff of psychologists and mystics analyzing it at this very moment.” 
 
    “Psychologists and mystics?” asked Tomas. 
 
    “The king likes to cover all his bases,” said Jamal. 
 
    Tomas and Jamal arrived at the teleport station as the king was giving final instructions to the palace security team investigating his daughter’s disappearance. 
 
    “I want to know exactly where they went,” he was saying. “And let me be clear, if you do not find the location of my daughter your next job will put you in direct contact with raw sewerage. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Sire,” came the response. 
 
    “Just to be extra clear,” said the king, “by ‘next job’ I mean hung upside down and dipped into. Believe me, you do not want that on your résumé.” The king noticed Agent Tomas. He turned and said, “Who the hell are you and why should I care?” 
 
    Jamal answered, “This is Agent Tomas and he is investigating this case for the Fed Council.” 
 
    “Okay,” said the king, “so you’re a policeman. Big deal, I have a lot of them here. What are you going to do that they can’t?” 
 
    Tomas knew he had to come off tough here or the king would eat him for supper. 
 
    “I’ve had the suspect under surveillance prior to this for his involvement in other crimes and that gives me jurisdiction over all local proceedings,” said Tomas. “This planet is a member of the Federal Council and you must recognize my authority. This is my case and your men now report to me.” 
 
    “So you were watching this guy and you allowed him to come here and kidnap my daughter?” asked the king. 
 
    “I have reason to believe that this was not a kidnapping,” said Agent Tomas. 
 
    “How nice for you,” said the king. “We, on the other hand, do believe this to be a kidnapping. Let me tell you what I think is going on - you screwed up, let this guy get away and now you’re trying to get him back without letting too many folks know exactly how incompetent you really are. Look, you’re here, nothing I can do about that, but you’re not in charge of anything. You can follow my guys around and play the home edition of the game, but that’s it. Everyone understand?” Everyone there nodded except for Tomas and the king left the room  
 
    “Quite the character,” said Tomas, wondering what would have happened if he had tried to reason with him. 
 
    “That’s part of his job description,” said Jamal. 
 
    “I’ll just look around a bit, if you don’t mind,” said Tomas. 
 
    “Be my guest,” said Jamal. “We’ve already taken this room apart. You can review the reports. There’s nothing new to be learned here.” 
 
    Tomas looked over the teleport. True, it was damaged beyond repair and there was no way to obtain the destination codes. The teleport signal itself contained a program layer that made it invisible once it joined the rest of the network traffic. The monitors saw it flash for a nanosecond and then it was gone. 
 
    Tomas spent a bit of time analyzing the equipment used to modify the teleport. Interesting stuff, he thought. Not like Jon at all. Jon’s a software guy and would have hacked into a teleport already set up to go off world instead of hot wiring this one. Not his style at all. 
 
    Agent Tomas had seen enough. For whatever reason, a cover-up was in full swing and Jon was being labeled as a kidnapper. So be it. He might even be able to use that to his advantage later on. He came here right away hoping the trail was hot, but he wasn’t fast enough. He’d been to the ICC, now he needed to go to the other location that involved Jon. He needed to go to Earth. 
 
    Tomas returned to the ICC, loaded up with the latest in Earth pop culture as well as the high points of the past 100 years. He had the ICC computer issue him a driver’s license, a few credit cards and print up some US currency. As it had done with Jon, the ICC computer hacked into the corresponding Earth computers and added Tomas into all the databases so everything was legit. That is until the first month’s bills go unpaid.  
 
    The ICC computer reported that the lab was unoccupied and Agent Tomas teleported to Earth. He spent time searching the lab, but found nothing of interest. He had a nagging feeling that he was missing something obvious. He left through the back door and reentered from the front. He hoped that underpaying security guards was a universal truth. 
 
    “Hello,” said Agent Tomas. “I’m here to see the gentlemen in suite 51.” 
 
    The guard checked the register. “I’m afraid they’re not in.” 
 
    Agent Tomas took a twenty out of his wallet, “Can you tell me how long they’ve been leasing space here?” he asked. 
 
    “Just over a month,” said the guard, accepting the money. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Tomas. He walked away feeling more at ease. He had just discovered the obvious something that was missing in the lab - clutter. This wasn’t their regular lab. There weren’t any calendars or pictures, nothing that gave it that slobbered in look. And the teleport system itself was pretty standard, nothing out of the ordinary that gave it ‘that Jon was here’ look. Certainly no water damage like the last one he saw. 
 
    It was early evening as Agent Tomas checked into his hotel room. Like Jon, he had his multipurpose, smart phone-like device with him and could access practically every computer network on Earth. It didn’t take long for him to pull up Simon’s bank account and discover the rent payments for their original lab and a bit more digging provided him with the address.  
 
    The next morning found Agent Tomas at the location of Simon and Gilbert’s original lab. No need to arouse suspicion by going in the front door, it was easy enough to interrupt the video feed for a minute or two while he slipped in the back. Locked doors didn’t pose much of a problem, Tomas’ device sent out electromagnetic fields that made lock tumblers tumble and pulled back dead bolts. Once inside, Tomas knew this was the real deal. All the junk you would expect to make a place looked lived in plus a teleport in the back. It didn’t take him long to discover the loop back circuit from the emitters that would fry the control console, the unmistakable ‘Jon was here’ signature. He made a mental note to open the doors and windows before trying to access the system, just in case he needed to move a large amount of water in a hurry. 
 
    He took out his device, display screens appeared and he began the hacking process. It took him the better part of the day to get through it, but through it he got and without the need to go snorkeling. This was the station Gilbert and Jon both used and more importantly, he discovered that Jon was back on Earth. 
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    “Anyone want to tell me what just happened?” Gilbert asked. “Did we really have a secret weapon? That is so cool. We didn’t kill those guys, did we?” 
 
    “Probably should’ve, but we didn’t,” answered Ellie. “It’s a defensive weapon, not designed to kill. We’d have to make another pass and blast them with our cannons if we wanted to kill them.” 
 
    “If we had cannons,” added Franco. 
 
    “Or a captain with balls,” muttered Talia. 
 
    “Enough, okay? I’m not a killer, we all know that. That’s why I hired you,” Ellie said pointing to Talia, “and that’s why I don’t have cannons.” 
 
    “I can understand and respect that, but why don’t you have shields?” asked Gilbert. “Seems like you’d need those.” 
 
    “It came down to shields or engines,” said Ellie. “I can get work with a ship that has engines and no shields, but I can’t get work without engines.” 
 
    “How’d you get the whatever it was that saved our bacon just now?” asked Gilbert. “That must have cost a pretty penny.” 
 
    “Not every job pays with cash,” said Ellie. “My brother Jon belonged to a semi-secret research community. They have a nice little base tucked away on an asteroid and even though they try to remain unaffiliated with any governments, they end up taking the odd contract to help pay the bills. I bring them supplies and they install all types of neat things on the ship.” 
 
    “Let me guess what happened,” said Gilbert. “Either Jon stole something from them and had to go on the run or he boinked all the women and the men kicked him out.” 
 
    “Very funny,” said Ellie. “No, this happened when Jon was young, about 15 years old. He was a certified boy genius and they recruited him to do some biotech work. He got lonely and wanted a pet, but they had a strict no pets policy so he ended up combining business with pleasure and built his own.” 
 
    “What do you mean,” asked Gilbert. “Something like a little kitty?” 
 
    “Something like a kitty with limitless strength that could be programmed to kill,” said Ellie. 
 
    “So not a Persian?” said Gilbert. 
 
    “No,” said Ellie. “Anyway, he left on good terms and I started up a business relationship with them when I got the ship. Enough about my family history, can someone please tell me where we are or where we’re going.” 
 
    “I went with escape course gamma,” said Talia. “I had no idea where either gamma or delta would take us, but I assumed that Franco had something in mind that would help us with our cargo. Looks like we’re heading towards sector C368.” 
 
    “Hmm, that’s actually a good choice,” said Ellie. “It sends us into a somewhat populated area of the universe. Lots of choices on what to do next. Depending on what we got, we can either sell it outright or fence it. Not bad. Now all we have to do is figure out what we got. Any thoughts?” 
 
    “We picked up a lot of freight, it will take some time to go through it all,” said Franco. “We’ll start with the last bit loaded under the assumption that they would want to get it off right away when we land. Did they seem to pay more attention to any specific part of the loading?” 
 
    “Not that I noticed,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Alright then,” said Franco, “we start at the front and work our way back. Gilbert, you’re with me on this one.” Franco and Gilbert headed out of the bridge and proceeded to the cargo hold. 
 
    “Why would they sneak something on the ship?” asked Gilbert as they walked. “Wouldn’t they just hire a smuggler if it was illegal?” 
 
    “They could,” said Franco, “but you have to remember that smugglers are crooks and need to be paid well so they don’t steal the illegal cargo. All this leads me to believe that we’re carrying something worth a real lot and it couldn’t be trusted to your average smuggler. So either it was always their plan to raid us after we left the mining facility or some type of double cross happened. Whatever way it was supposed to happen, it doesn’t matter now. We know we got something hot and we need to find it and get rid of it.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Gilbert, “I got all that, but how would we be able to sell it legitimately?” 
 
    “That’s the beauty of it,” said Franco. “It wasn’t listed on the manifest. All we’re responsible for is the ore. Now, depending on what it is, we’ll have to make up a convincing story as to how it came into our possession. That’s why it might be easier to unload it on a fence. Even better if we could discover who PJ was working for and cut a deal with them directly.” 
 
    “So how do we find the chunk of rock in question?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “We’ve got geological scanners on board that should do the trick,” said Franco. “We’ll outfit a few robots and have them go through the cargo. Something should register other than plain old ore.” 
 
    It took under an hour to set up the robots with scanners and put them to task. They started by positioning them in equally distant locations and performing a general scan of the entire cargo bay to see if any one area had a different reading than the rest. The results were shown on a display screen. 
 
    “It all looks pretty much the same,” said Gilbert as he looked at the results with Franco. 
 
    “It does,” said Franco. “Well, we can start at one end and work our way through, examining every piece or take a stab at a few specific locations.” 
 
    “Still thinking that close to the door is a likely location?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Yup,” said Franco. “Any spot you want to place a wager on?” 
 
    “Dead center,” said Gilbert. “Hardest for us to get at and well shielded by surrounding rock.” 
 
    “You’re on,” said Franco. “Flip a coin to see where we start.” 
 
    The robots started to analyze the dead center location by deploying remote sensors that crawled through the rock and positioned themselves on the inner most area. 
 
    “Look at that piece,” said Franco pointing to the analysis screen. 
 
    “Big piece of rock,” said Gilbert, “but not the biggest.” 
 
    “Look at those edges,” said Franco. “There on the right.” 
 
    “I see what you mean,” said Gilbert, “there’s a bit of the same thing over here on the left.” 
 
    “Computer,” said Franco. “Analyze this piece and report on the composition of the edge areas here and here.” Franco used his finger to indicate the areas in question on the screen. 
 
    “External sensors can only penetrate a few inches into the specimen,” said the computer, “but it seems to be uniformly iron ore. The edge areas you highlighted show a break in the rock and it actually extends around the entire piece, indicating that it may be two pieces sealed or fused together. I’m deploying a micro-probe into the joint area. Now detecting trace amounts of bonding materials. Looks like this thing has two distinct components that were glued together so that a reactive agent could be applied and the two pieces separated.” 
 
    “Do we have something here that would act as the agent?” asked Franco. 
 
    “Yes,” replied the computer. 
 
    “Then let’s dig this thing out and open it up,” said Franco. 
 
    Getting to the rock was easier said than done. The cargo bay was full so the easiest way to get to it was to stop the ship, go to weightlessness and move half the freight out into space. Then the rock in question was moved into a holding chamber and the cargo bay was reloaded. 
 
    “Why didn’t you just dump the freight?” asked Talia. “Don’t tell me you’re thinking of delivering it?” 
 
    “Who knows?” said Ellie. “Whatever’s inside that rock might turn out to be worthless. I wouldn’t want this job to be a total loss. I’m still saving up for those shields, you know.” 
 
    A short time later, Ellie and Talia joined Franco and Gilbert in the holding chamber. “We used hypersonic sensors and discovered that there’s a small chamber inside the rock,” Franco explained. “We drilled into the empty top section and inserted a probe. There’s no electronics or booby traps in there, just something fairly dense that I can’t get a read on.” 
 
    “Any radioactivity?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “Nope,” said Franco. 
 
    “Any way there could be something alive in there?” asked Talia. 
 
    “Have you been watching scary movies again?” said Franco. “Of course there’s nothing alive in there.” 
 
    “Thoughts, recommendations?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “I think somebody hid whatever it is in this rock real quick and I don’t think that they had a lot of resources available,” said Talia. “I think it was a one or maybe two man job. They cut open the rock, shoved this thing in and sealed it up. I don’t think it required any special handling. I say bust it open.” 
 
    “What do you think, Franco?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “I agree with Talia,” said Franco. “There’s no residue or other type of evidence that points to anything strange going on here. We’ve already exposed it to our atmosphere by cutting into it. I don’t think we’re running any risks opening it.” 
 
    “Okay, do it,” said Ellie. Franco applied the solvent and the rock opened. Two robots lowered the smaller half to the floor exposing the hidden chamber and its contents. 
 
    “Anyone have any idea what that is?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “Nope,” said Talia. 
 
    “Not a clue,” said Franco. 
 
    “From here it looks like a fancy bowling ball,” said Gilbert as everyone turned to look at him. “You know, the kind with the swirling colors going through it.” 
 
    Holt had just finished reloading the cargo and entered the room. “Hey, where’d you get that big chunk of Nurridium from?” he said. 
 
    “Nurridium?” said Ellie. 
 
    “Nurridium?” said Franco. 
 
    “Nurridium?” said Talia. 
 
    “So we’re not going bowling?” said Gilbert. 
 
    “What makes you think it’s Nurridium?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “I saw a show on the science channel the other night,” said Holt. “The biggest piece ever found was just larger than a marble, but that’s exactly what it looked like when they enlarged the picture. I bet that thing is worth some cash, huh?” 
 
    “What exactly is Nurridium?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Nurridium is like space gold,” said Franco. “All these wicked funky elements must be in the same area just the right distance from a star and then wham! The star goes supernova and Nurridium is made. It’s impossible to be manufactured, only found in space. The force of the supernova will send it flying into space at about two-thirds the speed of light so it’s impossible to calculate where it might be found.” 
 
    “What is it used for?” asked Gilbert. “Jewelry?” 
 
    “No,” said Franco. “This stuff has a very functional application. Cut just the right way, one of these crystals can focus and amplify an energy beam a gazillion times. Little flecks smaller than a grain of sand are used in guns to turn the juice from a couple of batteries into something that can cut through metal.” 
 
    “And something this big?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “If we could cut it,” said Franco, “and attach it to the ship’s reactor, we could put a hole in a planet.” 
 
    “Aren’t there laws governing the discovery of this stuff?” asked Talia. 
 
    “Anything bigger than a grain of sand is supposed to be turned over to the Feds,” said Ellie. 
 
    “I’m guessing they don’t pay well,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “Just a finder’s fee worth a fraction of what we could get if we sold it on the black market,” said Ellie. 
 
    “They also offer life in prison if you’re found with it in your possession or selling it without a license,” said Franco. 
 
    “There is that,” said Ellie. “For something this big we should be able to negotiate an amount more substantial than their standard finder’s fee. We need a middleman to act as our go between with the Feds and set up a deal.” 
 
    “They’ll want a cut,” said Talia. 
 
    “Sure, a small percentage,” said Ellie. “The rest of us all get equal shares, agreed?” 
 
    “Define equal shares,” said Talia. 
 
    “Gross minus costs divided by five, I guess,” replied Ellie. 
 
    “Five?” Talia raised an eyebrow at Gilbert. “We’ve been working with you for years and he’s only been here a few days. He’s not even a member of the crew. We could take him back to his home planet after we cash out and make him a rich man there using his own currency at almost no cost to us. Hell, we could all kick in a little and set him up an account out here so if he ever does come back this way, he’s got enough to get himself started. No offense Gil, but you don’t live out here and a reward in universal currency is no good to you on Earth.” 
 
    “And just how would you make me rich on Earth?” asked Gilbert. “Hack into a banking system and make me a millionaire? That’s great until I’m arrested for fraud. Or what, fill my closet with diamonds or gold bars? We all know I’d get myself killed trying to sell that stuff. Thanks for thinking of me, but I’m fine as is.” 
 
    “Now hold on a second,” said Franco. “I think Gil deserves a cut. Ten percent feels about right, agreed?” 
 
    “I’m okay with that, that’s what I was saying before,” said Talia. 
 
    “Agreed,” said Ellie and Holt. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Gilbert. “I feel very touched that you’re including me.” 
 
    “We just don’t want you selling us out ‘cause you’re not getting any,” said Holt, trying to be helpful. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    15. 
 
      
 
    Agent Tomas spent a fair amount of time during his first night on Earth thinking about the best way to locate Jon and Alicia. He had put together a rather intricate plan while sampling the beverages in the honor bar and was mildly surprised that next morning when, in the light of day, the plan still seemed to make sense. He took his time getting ready for the day and barely made it down in time to still get breakfast. 
 
    After finishing breakfast, Tomas began searching the local hotels for Jon and Alicia. He was at it all day and came up dry. He returned to his hotel for dinner and was in mid-chew when he noticed Jon sitting a few tables away. Oddly enough, he felt mildly disappointed; his own hotel was at the bottom of his list. 
 
    Like any animal sensing danger, Jon’s head came up from his newspaper and surveyed the room. Their eye’s met and Jon smiled. Jon stood up and began walking across the dining area. Tomas stood up as well, but not to chase after Jon as he knew Jon would not run. Jon was many things, but one thing for sure, they all had style. Jon walked over to Tomas and held out his hand. 
 
    “Agent Tomas, nice to see you. Are you enjoying Earth?” 
 
    “Jon, always a pleasure,” said Tomas, shaking hands. Tomas gestured to an empty seat at his table and they both sat down. “Earth seems nice enough.” 
 
    “Have you tried the veal?” asked Jon. 
 
    “I haven’t had the chance as of yet,” said Tomas.  
 
    “That's probably my fault,” said Jon. “Kept you busy, have I?” 
 
    “A bit and as to that,” said Tomas, “I think we’ll just collect Alicia and head back as soon as we can.” 
 
    “There’s a small problem with that,” said Jon. “You see, I've lost her.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” said Tomas. You lost her? I don’t think so.” 
 
    “It’s the truth,” said Jon. "She left a note yesterday morning while I was still asleep saying she was going to the beach and I haven’t seen her since. I spent last night and all day today looking for her.” Agent Tomas gave Jon one of those ‘come on, you can do better than that’ looks. “Really, that’s the truth,” continued Jon. 
 
    “We’re going to get Alicia,” said Tomas, “take her back home and then go after Macnair. I’ve got a plan.” 
 
    “Oh, great, you have another plan,” said Jon. "Is it as good as your plan to hide me in the ICC? Because that worked out really well.” 
 
    “All this running around has given me an idea,” said Tomas. “You see, Macnair’s following your trail like a dog after a bone so I’m going to keep dangling you in front of him like bait on a hook for a bit longer and when he tries to grab you, we’ll grab him.” 
 
    “But I don’t want to be bait,” said Jon. "Bait always gets eaten. I want to be something other than bait, some type of non-bait item. I want to be the fishing boat.” 
 
    “If anyone’s the fishing boat, it’s me,” said Tomas. “If you can figure out how we can use someone else as bait then maybe you can be, I don’t know, the fishing rod.” 
 
    “Fishing rod, huh?” said Jon. “I think I could be the fishing rod. They hardly ever break. Wait, does that include the reel and line?” 
 
    “What does that matter?” asked Tomas. 
 
    "I can be the rod and the reel, but not the fishing line,” said Jon. "Definitely not the line. It’s too close to the hook and bait. Not only that, but sooner or later it gets tangled up and then you have to cut some of it off and throw it away. I don’t want parts of me to get cut up and thrown away.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” asked Tomas. 
 
    “I’m just trying to find out where I stand, that’s all,” said Jon. 
 
    “Well, let me explain it in a way you can comprehend.” Tomas drew a little picture on his napkin of what looked like a cloud with a person in the middle. “See this? This is shit town and that’s you, dead center. You are the mayor of shit town. No boats, no rods or reels and definitely no lines. Understand?” Tomas spoke slowly, “We are not really going fishing.” 
 
    After dinner, Agent Tomas accompanied Jon to his room. “So she’s been missing for almost two days and you haven’t had any contact with her in that time?” Tomas asked as he looked through the hotel suite. 
 
    “That’s right,” said Jon. "I checked all the local police and hospitals, but came up dry.” 
 
    Tomas entered the room and looked down at his device screen. It had been monitoring their conversation and was indicating that Jon was being truthful. Tomas wasn’t so sure. 
 
    “I’ll allow you to keep your device, but you need to sync it with mine,” said Tomas. By syncing his device to Tomas’, Jon’s device will become a subordinate remote component. He can still use it, but it reports directly to Tomas’ device. 
 
    “Sure,” said Jon, taking out his device and putting it on the table next to Tomas’. A few beeps and some blinking lights later and the two were integrated. 
 
    “Tell me,” said Jon, “how were you able to track me to Earth?” 
 
    “It was all in the ICC computer,” said Tomas. “I just had to dig for a bit to find it.” 
 
    Not likely, thought Jon. “But how did you get to Earth? I had disabled the teleport.” 
 
    “That kept me going for a bit as well, but I was able to bring it back online remotely from the ICC,” said Tomas. “Let’s get some rest. We’ll start looking for Alicia bright and early tomorrow morning. I don’t need to remind you that I’ll be awakened if you so much as get out of bed to pee.” 
 
    “Well,” said Jon, "I do sometimes pee at night and since I prefer not to do it in bed, I’ll apologize now for disturbing you.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Jon.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Tomas.” 
 
    Agent Tomas awoke the next morning and quickly discovered that Jon had gone. Jon had left him a simple note that read, “Sorry, but I need some alone time.” 
 
    Tomas examined his device and, as he suspected, syncing with Jon’s device had the inverse effect making his device the servant, explaining Jon’s ease of escape. It took some time, but he managed to set his device right. He ate a quick breakfast and proceeded to the teleport station Jon was using out of Simon and Gilbert’s original lab. He had hacked into this teleport system after discovering it when he first arrived and with any luck Jon was in too much of a hurry to notice or care. Tomas had embedded programs designed to track the use of this teleport system when he initially worked on it a few days ago. He was able to get into the teleport control program and discovered that Jon and Alicia had used this station to leave Earth just over two hours ago. He retrieved their destination codes and physically disabled the teleport by unplugging the control cables. Tomas then went to the backup teleport in Simon and Gilbert’s secondary lab. He smiled as he entered in the codes for the ICC. From there he would track the teleport codes Jon and Alicia had used. Everything was going according to his plan and the bait was back in the water - he just needed to keep up with it. Agent Tomas disappeared in a flicker of light. 
 
    Jon stepped out of the shadows and examined the teleport. Those sly bastards, he thought, meaning Simon and Gilbert, as he realized they had built a second teleport. He had suspected something was up since he knew that it was impossible for Tomas to have gotten the information about Earth from the ICC computer or remotely activate the other teleport.  
 
    People are always underestimating my talent, thought Jon. Earlier that evening he had easily found Tomas’ tracking programs and gave them enough false information to keep him planet hopping for a while. 
 
    Jon was preparing to disable this teleport as well, just in case he was underestimating Tomas, when the teleport received an incoming signal and brought itself online. A moment later, Jon found himself looking at a surprised Simon accompanied by a young woman. 
 
    “Jon!” screamed Simon. 
 
    “Hello, Simon,” said Jon. 
 
    “This is the guy we were looking for?” said Lyn with one arm around Simon and the other waving in the air. “And he was here waiting for us? I love this guy!” 
 
    “Where have you two been?” asked Jon. “And what have you been drinking?” 
 
    “We were on this space station,” said Simon, “and we were drinking this stuff that’s red in the bottle, then it turns green when you pour it into your glass, but you know what the really strange part was? It was blue when you piss. Did you piss blue?” he asked Lyn. “I was pissing blue.” 
 
    “That’s Trapezian wine,” said Jon, “and you two are completely done in. Well, you’re lucky you arrived when you did, I was just getting ready to shut this station down. I’m sorry to say it, but we’ve had a run-in with the law.” 
 
    “Was it that Agent Tomas guy?” asked Lyn. “Is he a giant tool or what?” she said, her speech accompanied by more arm waving. 
 
    “Simon,” said Jon, “please introduce me to your traveling companion.” 
 
    “Don’t even think about trying to sweet talk me,” said Lyn as she walked up to Jon and began poking him in the chest. “You’re number one on my shit list.” 
 
    “Not surprising,” said Jon. “I am the mayor of shit town.” 
 
    “Jon,” began Simon, “this is Lyn. Lyn is a private investigator hired by Gilbert’s mother to find him. Lyn, this is Jon.” 
 
    Lyn gave Jon a nod and turned to Simon. “We were pissing blue? Damn, I would have liked to have seen that. First time I was jealous of a guy’s hands on approach to peeing. No, wait, that’s not true. I have been camping and I’ve always wanted to write my name in the snow. Third time.” 
 
    “Sounds like someone has a case of penis envy,” said Simon. 
 
    “Yeah, right,” said Lyn. “That’s something a girl wants, another thing sticking out of the front of her body. Like boobs aren’t enough.” Lyn looked down, “Even if I had a penis, I wouldn’t be able to see it.” 
 
    “As I see it,” said Jon, “we have two choices. Either I have three or four quick ones to catch up or you two have some coffee because I don’t think we can communicate as is.” 
 
    “First things first,” said Lyn. “Shut this puppy down so our buddy Agent Tomas can’t come back and spoil the party.” 
 
    “Right,” said Jon.  
 
    A short time later they were back in Jon’s hotel suite, exercising option one. Jon was filling them in with what went on while they were gone. 
 
    “I had your original teleport set up to alert me if anyone began messing about with it so I knew right away when Tomas was in town, I just didn’t know how he got here. I didn’t think he had come by ship, not really enough time to get here. I followed him around for a bit, that’s how I discovered the second teleport. After that, I let him catch up with me. Now I’ve set him off on a wild goose chase.” 
 
    “And this Alicia is really missing?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Yes,” said Jon, “and that’s the strangest part of all. Now tell me what you two have been up to.” 
 
    “We took the backup teleport to the ICC,” said Simon, “and met up with Agent Tomas. We grabbed this little gizmo when Tomas wasn’t looking, before being sent back.” Simon took his newly acquired device out of his pocket. 
 
    “Ellie, is that you?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Hi, Jon!” said Ellie. 
 
    “Well, that explains a lot,” said Jon. “This little girl can open the gates of the universe for you.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Simon, “so we went to the Dahana space station to look for you.” 
 
    “Not a bad guess,” said Jon. “I do sabbatical there at times.” 
 
    “We thought this might be one of those times,” said Lyn. “What with the police and mobsters chasing after you and all. Anyway, you weren’t there, but we were able to pick up some news about your sister.” 
 
    “Ellie?” said Jon. “What did you hear about Ellie?” 
 
    “I think we should call her Ellie number two to avoid confusion,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Sorry,” said Jon, “but you’re Ellie number two. She did arrive in this universe first, after all. Now tell me what you heard.” 
 
    “Pirates tried to raid her ship looking for something she had picked up at her last stop,” said Simon. “She hit them with some type of weapon that disabled their ship before they could get to her and got the hell out of there. The pirates are regrouping and going after her. Did you send Gil to your sister’s ship?” 
 
    “I did,” said Jon. “I thought a nice, routine freight run would be just the ticket for him. Give him something to do, see a few places, ride around in a spaceship. It’s actually pretty exciting stuff until you do it for a year or so and then it becomes kind of humdrum. You know, it becomes less of an adventure and more of a job. I bet the pirates jazzed it up a bit for everyone.” 
 
    “I placed a tracker on their ship,” said Ellie2. 
 
    “Good girl,” said Jon. “Where are they?” 
 
    “Still at the space station,” said Ellie2. “We just left them a couple hours ago.” 
 
    “Right, right, right,” said Jon. “Okay, we need a plan.” 
 
    “I’ve got a plan,” said Lyn. “I’m taking Simon into that bedroom, paying off a bet and then falling asleep for about ten hours. You know, I was talking to that guy in the bar and he told me that some people have near death experiences when they’re held in a teleport system. There’s a whole cult behind it. Come on, handsome, time to show me that good thing you got.” 
 
    “Really?” said Simon. 
 
    “You want me to stop and think about it?” said Lyn.  
 
    “Not on your life,” said Simon jumping up so fast you would think that his only goal in life was to distract Lyn from thinking about it, which it was. “You’re not going to run off on us, are you?” Simon asked Jon. 
 
    “No, I’m done running out on friends,” said Jon. “I’ll put myself to good use and continue looking for Alicia.” 
 
    “You know, I think you’re just the kind of guy I’ve been looking for,” Lyn said to Simon, “super-intelligent and dumb at the same time. We just got to work that geekiness out of your system.” 
 
    “I’ve been trying,” said Simon, “but it might be more than a one man job.” 
 
    “It usually is,” replied Lyn. She spoke to Jon as she walked by, “See what I mean about being dumb? He can build a teleport, but he doesn’t know that it takes a woman to make a man.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    16. 
 
      
 
    “So you know a guy?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “I know a guy that knows a guy,” said Talia 
 
    “Yeah?” said Ellie. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Talia. “And that’s the guy that can find the right guy.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” said Ellie. “That might be too many guys. Who knows the rule about guys knowing guys?” 
 
    “Could you phrase that in such a way that it makes sense?” asked Franco. 
 
    “There’s an unwritten rule about how many guys there should be when you set up a deal,” said Ellie. “You put too many guys in the middle and then the guys at one end don’t care so much about how the guys at the other end are doing. Gil, help me out here.” 
 
    Gilbert tapped on a control panel and an interactive screen appeared. Gilbert began writing as he spoke, “Maybe it’s something like this, (you + n) = ((100% success ÷ n) * t) where n is the number of guys and t is the level of trust you have in them with values between 0.1 to 0.99. You and one other guy you fully trust put you at a 99% success rate. Two guys would put you under the 50% success rate, three guys under 30%.  
 
    “I got you,” said Franco. “We want to keep this tight. We don’t want a lot of variables.” 
 
    “Right,” agreed Talia and Holt, even though both were lost the minute Gilbert began speaking. They had hated algebra, which explains their career choices. 
 
    “Talk with your guy and let’s see what he knows,” said Ellie. “Don’t mention Nurridium, though. Just tell them we need someone to negotiate a deal with the Feds. They can use their imagination to fill in the rest.” 
 
    “Okay, Boss,” said Talia. “I’ll get right on it.” 
 
    “Holt,” said Ellie, “I want you to put the Nurridium back in its rock and seal it up again, but keep it in the containment room, separate from the rest of the cargo. Franco, attach some type of remote-activated, signaling beacon to it so we can find it later, just in case we have to dump it in a hurry.” 
 
    “Right, Boss,” said Franco. 
 
    “And send a communication to OP8,” said Ellie. “Tell them we had an engine malfunction and had to put in for repairs so the ore delivery will be a few days late.” 
 
     It was a few hours later that Talia went to see Ellie in her cabin. “Well, I heard back from my guy,” said Talia. “Ever hear of Monti Alibra? He says this is the guy we want working with us. He says that this guy has cut all sorts of deals with the Feds for all sorts of people and has a lot of contacts. He’s close by, too. We could be face to face in less than six hours. That’s if he’s available.” 
 
    “Alright,” said Ellie, “let’s give it a shot.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Monti Alibra had done very well for himself as a semi-lawyer, brokering deals for all types of clients. Sometimes it included the authorities and sometimes it was just between private parties. It really didn’t matter to him since he got his cut either way. It did give him the opportunity to make many associates on both sides of the road. He had gotten to where he is by taking a personal interest in all opportunities that came his way. Even the odd call from a freighter captain could pay well. To him, it was like playing a poor hand in poker when the bet is low, a very small investment and one never knows what cards you might draw or how big the pot might get. 
 
    An alert signaling an incoming transmission came in. ‘Right on time,’ Monti noted. Monti valued punctuality and always felt it was a plus when others did as well. This call was set up by a mutual acquaintance and he wasn’t sure exactly what to expect. After a quick check to make sure the line was secure and using the proper encryption, he received the call saying, “This is Monti. How can I be of service?” 
 
    “Hello, Monti. This is Freighter Captain Ellis. Thank you for taking the time to talk with me.” 
 
    “Not a problem at all, my dear Captain,” said Monti. 
 
     “I’m told you’re in the business of helping people work things out with the authorities,” said Ellie, under the guise of Captain Ellis. “I’ve got an issue that I need to work through with the Feds. It should pay well.” 
 
    “I have many contacts inside the Federal organization,” said Monti. “And I’ve helped many people resolve their issues with them, but I’m not always 100% successful. I guarantee nothing and never provide a refund. I also have set fees with a minimum paid in advance. Is that something you’re prepared to agree with?” 
 
    “I can accept it as a framework for further discussions,” said Ellie. “Very mutually beneficial discussions. I’m entering your sector and would like to meet with you in person to continue our conversation and hopefully reach a business agreement.” 
 
    “You’re in luck,” said Monti. “I happen to be in-between projects at the moment and can spare the time. I know we don’t want to get into details now, but on a scale of 1 to 10?” 
 
     “Probably 3 to 5 in complexity,” said Ellie. “And we’re hoping you can at least double the payoff. That’s your main role, negotiating the payoff.” 
 
    This was just the type of job Monti liked, a few calls through trusted and established channels, a quick agreement on price and his cut is in the bank. He might not even have to leave his house. 
 
     “I’ll send you my coordinates,” said Monti. “It’s evening here, so let’s say 15 hours?” 
 
    “That will work for us,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Until then,” Monti ended the transmission. He sat and thought for a bit. It is true that he has worked with people from many different professions, but the majority of his clients have been from the criminal class pursuing established careers. They use his services like a trucking company would use a tow truck; every once in a while something breaks down and you need someone to come in and move things along. Spaceship captains are a similar animal, just not to the same extent. They all do some amount of smuggling and usually know how to handle most of it. They only come to him when they’ve got too much of something and need help moving it or they have something unusual that they don’t know how to handle. Their wanting to deal with the Feds points more towards the unusual. ‘Time to take a closer look at Captain Ellis,’ Monti thought. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think that went well. What did you think?” asked Ellie. The rest of the crew had been off camera, but they could see and hear Monti from a second display. 
 
    “You were laying it on kind of thick with the ‘very mutually beneficial discussions’ crap,” said Talia. “But he agreed to see us so we can’t complain.” 
 
    “How long will it take us to get there?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “About five hours to get into orbit,” said Talia. 
 
    “Alright then,” said Ellie. “Talia and I will go down to the planet. You guys stay on the ship. Is the rock ready to go?” 
 
    “All set,” said Franco. “And I got a nice spot picked out to drop it in. A nice, big asteroid belt with lots of other rocks just like it. Figure another hour to stop, release the rock, test the transmitter and be on our way. We’ll be coming up on that location in about two hours.” 
 
    “That gives us 12 hours after we drop the rock,” said Ellie. “Let’s eat now and sleep later.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be the only paranoid one in the bunch,” said Gilbert, “but remember all the talk about the guys, that equation, all that stuff? I think we need to be very careful here.” 
 
    “He’s right,” said Talia. “If we walk into that meeting and announce we have a chunk of Nurridium worth as much as a planet, the odds of our getting out of there with our brains intact are slim to none. We need to modify our implant systems with some type of safeguard so we don’t consciously know the rocks location and that we all need to be alive, together and not under any duress to unlock the location coordinates. Otherwise the rock remains hidden.” 
 
    “That’s pretty good thinking,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Talia. “I saw it in a movie the other night.” 
 
    “Gilbert,” said Ellie, “you’re good at logic. Figure out something like Talia described, only better.” Ellie saw the look on Talia’s face and said, “Sorry, but I know your taste in movies. Franco, you work with Gil and make sure that whatever he comes up with, it can be uploaded into our implant systems. Holt, you prep the rock.” 
 
    The group reconvened in just over two hours. Gilbert and Franco began explaining their plan to hide the rock and safeguard its location. 
 
    “I had the ship's computer select a random spot in this asteroid field where our rock should be safe,” explained Franco. “The ship's computer will also select a random data signal that will turn on the rock’s beacon and allow us to locate it. All this information is being divided up and stored in our memory implants in such a way that none of us has a complete piece of the puzzle. We’re modifying our implants with code that continuously evaluates our vital systems and if any type of physical or mental or electronic abuse is detected, the information becomes irretrievable until the action stops. If the abuse reaches a certain level or duration, the data is erased. And don’t worry, I have the thresholds set low. Our implant systems will broadcast this information as a warning as soon as anyone starts to mess with us. All of our implant systems have bio-monitoring and hacker security to support this except Gil’s and I’ve upgraded his.” 
 
    “Seems a bit complicated,” said Talia. 
 
    “It has to be,” said Franco, “Otherwise we could be tortured, then made comfortable and asked to give up our information or we’d be tortured again. This would avoid that situation.” 
 
    “I guess that makes sense,” said Talia. “Just as long as a good work out won’t trigger the deletion.” 
 
    “No worries,” said Gilbert, “this thing measures all the right stuff; endorphins, hormones, adrenalin, pain receptors, brain activity, tons of stuff.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” said Ellie. “Let’s dump the rock and upload our implants.” 
 
    So with their rock floating in some random location in space, captain and crew continued on to meet Monti. The world where Monti lived was nice enough. It was one of those worlds that could support human life, but never had any of its own until a spaceship landed a few hundred years ago. It was a mostly cold world and the best it could produce was a small tepid zone around its equator. It had an almost bizarre lack of natural resources which made it very undesirable to most industries and colonists. It was a somewhat dry planet so it wasn’t even suitable as a getaway for winter sport enthusiasts. 
 
    Monti’s home planet did have the correct mass that most people feel at home with and it was centrally located so it was understandably hard for its founders to give it up. They struggled to find their niche settlers, but this was during the time when human kind was first reaching out to other planets and there seemed to be so many that fit so well that nobody wanted to settle on such a limited planet. That is until they were approached by a businessman whose only concern was how closely the planetary government would be watching the inhabitants. The founders shrewdly responded with ‘how close would you like’ which then developed into a central government based on the ‘pay us enough money and we’ll leave you alone’ principle. Unlike other planets that had strict laws about shuttle and teleport access, this world had a more open door policy knowing that the only people that come here are people that have business here. That business might not always be pleasant so there’s a planetary security force that stops things from spilling over into other areas of the populace. Other than that, you’re on your own. 
 
    Monti Alibra had a fair sized estate in one of the nicer areas. Ellie and Talia left the shuttle and began walking towards the building that served as both Monti’s home and office. There were a few guards stationed around the general area. Monti was sitting on the patio, watching their approach. 
 
    “Four guards,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Yup and probably another five watching,” said Talia. “And five more stationed around the grounds. This guy is no slouch.” 
 
    “I think he looks nervous,” said Ellie. “Do you think he looks nervous?” 
 
    Talia glanced at Ellie, “I think you look nervous. Relax, will you?” 
 
    “Can you handle these guys?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “Maybe these four if we act first,” said Talia. 
 
    They reached Monti, exchanged greetings and sat down. 
 
    “Captain Ellis,” began Monti. “I must say that I was intrigued by your request to meet. So much so that I did a little digging and it didn’t take long for me to determine that Ellis is an alias. Not that that was unexpected, but you see, I like to know exactly whom I’m working with. I’m sure you understand. I sent your image to a contact I have in the Fed bureau and, as they have extensive records and some very excellent facial recognition programs, it didn’t take them long to identify you and your family. I must say, your family name seemed to come up quite a bit.” 
 
    “They do get around,” agreed Ellie. 
 
    “Indeed,” said Monti. “But you’re listed as a family member, not really part of their gang – should we call it a gang?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t,” said Ellie. “They seldom work together since they realized how much of a strain all the double and triple-crossing was putting on the annual family reunion.” 
 
    “Very colorful, none the less,” nodded Monti. “But you were the odd one out, so to speak, running a freight business. I began to wonder why someone with your family background would need my services. I dug a little deeper and came across your brother Jon and his little predicament. It became obvious that he is the item you want me to enter into negotiations with the Feds on your behalf and the payoff would be based on the capture of a certain person.” 
 
    “No, you’ve got it all wrong,” began Ellie. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think so,” said Monti. “It was very foolish of you to think that I would accept reward money to betray an old business associate like Macnair. That sort of thing is bad for one’s business on many different levels. Bad for one’s health on many more.” 
 
    “I’m not asking you to betray anyone. I just want you to work a deal,” began Ellie before being cut off by Monti. 
 
    “But that’s what he would see it as, a betrayal,” said Monti. “No way around that fact.” 
 
    “I don’t even know who you’re talking about,” said Ellie. “Who is Macnair?” 
 
    “He’s the gentleman your brother is serving up to the Feds on a silver platter,” explained Monti. “And believe me, he’s not the type to be served up. He usually does the serving and the carving. He wants your brother, he wants him very badly.” 
 
    “Look,” said Ellie, “I don’t know where Jon is. I came here to discuss a different deal entirely.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter one way or the other,” said Monti. “I’ve already been in contact with Macnair. He’ll be here in an hour or so. He was most happy to hear that he would have you as a bargaining chip to use as a means to get to your brother.” Five more security guards with weapons at the ready came onto the patio. 
 
    At that moment Talia sprang up from her seat, poised for action. All eyes and weapons moved to her direction. “Did I mention that we’re not actually together?” she asked Monti as she pointed back and forth between herself and Ellie. “I don’t even know her brother.” 
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    Lyn and Jon had ordered room service and were eating breakfast in Jon’s hotel suite while formulating their next steps. Simon was still asleep in the adjoining room. 
 
    “So you believe that Gilbert and your sister are okay?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Absolutely” said Jon. “It sounds like she gave those guys the slip and, if I know my sister, she went right into hiding. I am a bit concerned about just exactly what’s in her cargo. She’s a fairly smart girl and doesn’t like complications, especially anything illegal. I’m guessing that she dumped her cargo into the nearest star and has already filed an insurance report. She’s not the type to go looking for trouble.” 
 
    “Look, Jon,” began Lyn, “I know you believe you’re some kind of expert on women, but don’t underestimate your sister. She fought off a pirate ship. Exciting situations like that can put a person in an entirely different state of mind.” 
 
    “I guess it’s possible,” said Jon, “but even then, she’s not going to do anything stupid. And speaking of exciting situations and doing stupid things, what did you do to Simon? Is he even alive in there?” 
 
    “Lover boy’s doing fine,” confirmed Lyn. “I snuggled next to him earlier this morning and he was already up, so I woke him and we had another go at it. He’s back to sleep now, but let me tell you, it’s like being in a cluttered carpentry shop; every time I turn around, I bump into hard wood. I’m staying out here where it’s safe for a while.” 
 
    “I imagine he’s got a lot of pent up yearnings,” said Jon. 
 
    “Twenty years worth and I decided to open the flood gates.” 
 
    “You do realize that he may become attached to you,” said Jon. 
 
    “Are you kidding? He’s already asked me to marry him. Twice.” 
 
    “Did you accept?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Of course not. I told him just to relax and we’d see where things go. Then he told me that he was willing to enter into an exclusive relationship if I was willing to make the same commitment.” 
 
    “What were you guys laughing about?” asked Simon as he emerged from the bedroom a few minutes later. “You woke me up.” 
 
    “Nothing, darling,” said Lyn. “Now come over here and have some breakfast. Let’s see if we can put some more meat on those bones.” 
 
    “Morning, gang!” said Ellie2. “I have news. That ship we’re tracking left the dock early last night.” 
 
    “And you’re just finding that out now?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Yup,” said Ellie2. “They must be running real silent. I haven’t heard a thing from the tracking worm I loaded into their ship’s computer so I pinged it this morning. I didn’t receive a response so either they found it and disabled it, which is highly unlikely, or they’re running super-silent and it can’t communicate without giving itself away. I was able to check the station’s dock log and the ship pulled out about four hours ago.” 
 
    “What was the ship’s configuration?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Built to out run and out gun just about anything commercial out there,” said Ellie2. 
 
    “Sounds like they had to leave in a hurry for something very important,” said Jon. “Okay, let us know the second it comes back on the grid.” 
 
    “Did you have any luck finding Alicia?” asked Simon. 
 
    “None at all and that’s very surprising,” said Jon. “Alicia’s not the type of person to go unnoticed. I’ve checked all police and hospital admissions, all hotels, shopping malls, everything I could think of. She doesn’t even have any local currency or credit cards with her.” 
 
    “It is possible that she got lost or picked up by someone,” said Lyn. “I hate to say it, but there could have been foul play involved.” 
 
    “Alicia is a member of a royal family and there’s always the threat of foul play,” said Jon. “She has a bio implant that can detect and neutralize most poisons, a surveillance implant that would warn her if she was being followed and she can probably shoot energy beams out of her finger tips, just to name a few of her tricks. I think she can handle herself here and that’s part of what has me perplexed.” 
 
    “Really?” asked Simon. “Energy beams out of her fingertips?”  
 
    “You bet,” nodded Jon. “An internal weapons system is pretty intense and expensive, but it’s necessary if you want to be able to protect yourself without always carrying a weapon on your person. They usually replace a piece of bone like a rib or maybe a section of the pelvis with a pulse generator and then use an ultra-thin flexible conduit to channel the energy beam to its exit point, usually the fingers. Some people like using their eyes, others their toes; it’s a personal preference sort of thing. Fingers are the most popular since you don’t have to be facing the direction you want to shoot in and fingernails make the perfect beam emitter location.” 
 
    “Are you kidding us?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Nope and let me tell you,” said Jon, “if you see someone pointing at you and their finger is bent a bit so the nail is facing you, you better duck.” 
 
    “Oh great,” said Lyn. “I am going to be so paranoid next time we leave Earth.”  
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” said Jon. “It’s very uncommon. Most people that need to go armed prefer an external weapon so they’re not tied down to a single choice of firearm.” 
 
    “Hey, guys,” interrupted Ellie2. “I’ve been monitoring local communications and I believe I’ve located Alicia. Tune the television to channel 155.” 
 
    “Oh no,” said Lyn as she turned on the TV and went to channel 155, expecting it to be a news broadcast either describing an unknown Jane Doe victim or some guy with gaping holes in his body. “What the hell is this?” she asked. 
 
    The three stared in disbelief as a reality show called The Beach House began. The show centered around a group of men and women, all of whom seem to be in their twenties, and the only detectable plot was seeing who could screw whom the worst - or the best, depending on which definition of ‘screw’ you used. And there, in the middle of it all, lying by the pool, was Alicia. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” said Simon. 
 
    “She’s been on the planet a couple of days and she’s cast on a TV show?” exclaimed Lyn. 
 
    “Shush, they’re introducing her,” said Jon. “Why is she blurry?” 
 
    “They don’t allow nudity on these channels,” explained Simon, “so they make the good bits fuzzy.” 
 
    All three focused on the television as the show began. “And here’s our latest arrival at The Beach House, Alicia! Believe it or not folks, we found Alicia down the coast just a few days ago when we were conducting a talent search. Five minutes into the interview and we knew we had to have her for the show. Let’s watch some of that video,” and the scene transitioned from poolside to a private beach cabana. 
 
    “Could you tell us your name,” began the recorded interview. 
 
    “Sure, it's Alicia.” 
 
    “Is there more than that?” asked the reporter. 
 
    “Well, my full name is Alicia Verona Telleto Burdast.” 
 
    “And what do you do?” asked the reporter. 
 
    “Oh, most anything,” said Alicia.  
 
    “What I mean is, are you an actress or a model?” asked the reporter. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t work,” laughed Alicia. “I’m a princess.” 
 
    “Really?” said the reporter. “And what country are you from?” 
 
    “Country?” said Alicia. “Oh, I’m not from Earth, I’m from a planet in, what you would call, the Canes Venatici Constellation.” 
 
    “Well, you look fabulous,” said the reporter. “They sure do make them gorgeous out there.” 
 
    “Thank you,” smiled Alicia. “I’d show you more, but they made me put on this bathing suit earlier when I was on the beach.” 
 
    “You can take it off in here if you like,” said the reporter. 
 
    “That would be great,” Alicia said and blurriness was again applied. 
 
    “You certainly look like a 100% natural beauty,” said the reporter. “If you don’t mind my asking, are those natural or do you have implants?” 
 
    “Well, of course, I have the standard memory and language implants plus a few others like bio-medical, security and combat.” Alicia was counting the items on her fingers as she spoke. “I have a weapons implant that allows me to shoot energy beams out of my body, but I’m not going to tell you which part they come out of,” said Alicia, waving her finger. “A girl has to have some secrets.” 
 
    “Well, there you have it,” said the original commentator as the interview ended. “Our latest addition to The Beach House is a stunning alien princess that can shoot laser beams out of her body, but she won’t tell us from where. Should make for an exciting season.” 
 
    The show went to a commercial break, leaving Jon, Simon and Lyn staring blankly at an advertisement for tampons. 
 
    “Unbelievable,” was all Jon could manage. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Lyn. “This is a kid’s program. No one takes it seriously. Everyone will think that it’s part of the show. No one will believe what she said was true.” 
 
    “And it will take decades for that TV signal to reach her planet,” added Simon, “if it’s where she said it is and I doubt anyone will be watching.” 
 
    “I don’t know which is more amazing,” said Jon. “That she’s on a television show or that she knew where her planet is located in the Earth’s sky. Right then, we’ll have to go and get her.” 
 
    “Really?” asked Lyn. “She seems to be enjoying herself and it’s keeping her out of our hair. We should focus on Gilbert and your sister first, make sure she’s okay and get him back. Then you can deal with the princess and whatever else you got going on.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right,” said Jon, “but I have to talk to her before we go anywhere. If nothing else, I’ll give her Agent Tomas’ contact info, just in case she gets into a jam while we’re gone and needs someone to bail her out.” 
 
    “Speaking of contacting people, is there a way for you to contact your sister?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Not directly,” said Jon. “I left her a message, but haven’t heard back yet.” 
 
    “Is that something we should worry about?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Her ship went off the grid days ago,” said Jon, “probably right after their run-in with the pirates. I still think she’s lying low and waiting for things to blow over. That would explain her silence.” 
 
    “Any idea where she might have gone?” asked Lyn, getting back into her professional mode. “Does she have a safe spot that you know about? Did you two ever discuss a time or place where you could meet if something like this happened?” 
 
    “No,” said Jon. “You see, Ellie is the safety net. Not just for me, mind you, but other members of my family sometimes run afoul with the law and use it as well. Ellie was the youngest and we didn’t want her to follow in our footsteps, plus she didn’t really have the knack for it. Anyway, we all chipped in, bought her the freighter, set it up with an untraceable teleport system and we use it from time to time when we need to make a quick exit.” 
 
    “Who’s this ‘we’ you keep mentioning?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Oh, my father, brothers, aunts, uncles, cousins,” said Jon. “That sort of we. Now I can tell by the way you’re looking at me that you’re getting the wrong idea, but she enjoys it when we visit.” 
 
    “I bet,” said Lyn. “She was probably overjoyed when Gilbert showed up.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’re getting along wonderfully,” said Jon. “But you’re right, it’s time we collected him and made sure everything is alright with Ellie. Ellie2, where’s this beach house located?” 
 
    “Just under a three hour drive from here,” said Ellie2. 
 
    “That burns a day to drive out, check on Alicia and return,” said Jon. “Alright, we’ll take Lyn’s advice and leave Alicia where she is for now. I think our best or maybe only move is to return to the Dahana space station and see if we can find out what made that ship leave in such a hurry or where they went off to. Maybe I can get a handle on who hired this guy or what they’re after on Ellie’s ship.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Lyn,” said Ellie2. “I’ll monitor everyone’s fingers while we’re there.” 
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    “Everyone comfortable?” asked Monti. 
 
    “Yes,” began Ellie, “but you don’t understand, we came here to…” 
 
    “We came here to get your help with Jon,” interrupted Talia, “and if you’re not going to help us, then just let us go.”  
 
    Monti had restrained Ellie and Talia, but placed them comfortably in an interior room. Monti cocked his head at Talia and then looked at Ellie. “What were you going to say, my dear?” 
 
    “Just that I don’t understand why you’re making such a big deal about Jon,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Could I be missing something here after all?” said Monti. “No matter, Macnair has arrived and we’ll sort it all out. I’ll be back shortly and we’ll continue our conversation.” Monti nodded to the guards as he left the room. “Keep an eye on that one,” he said, indicating Talia. 
 
    Talia leaned forward and said in a soft voice, “Don’t say anything about the you-know-what. Let’s save that as a final bargaining chip.” 
 
    “Right,” said Ellie. “And thanks for all that bodyguard stuff you did out there. You didn’t get hurt, did you?” 
 
    “If I could have gotten Monti to release me,” said Talia, “then I could have planned a rescue.” 
 
    “Using Gil, Franco and Holt?” asked Ellie. “Please, I’m surprised the ship hasn’t crashed into the planet by now.”  
 
    Monti, along with Macnair and his crew, entered the room a short time later. Monti pointed to Ellie. 
 
    “Hello,” said Macnair. “Monti tells me you’re the sister of a good friend of mine.” 
 
    “Oh, I doubt that,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Really?” said Macnair. “I’d be very upset if I came all this way and you’re not who we think you are.” 
 
    “Well,” said Ellie, “then I wouldn’t want to be in Monti’s shoes.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about Monti, worry about me.” Macnair nodded to Stace, who opened up the case he was carrying and began removing its contents. “Do you recognize any of these items?” he asked. 
 
    “Sure,” said Talia. “Standard mind probing stuff.” 
 
    “Not quite standard,” said Macnair. “I’m sorry to say. Sorry for you, that is.” 
 
    “Look, you don’t need to use that stuff,” said Ellie. “We’ll tell you whatever you want to know.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will,” said Macnair. “People tend to tell me all types of things when I pressure them. Then at some point, half of it conflicts with the other half and in the end none of it adds up. I find it easier to conduct business this way. Soon I’ll know all there is to know about you and your brother.” Macnair motioned to Stace, “You may proceed.” 
 
    Stace finished setting up his instruments and connected them to Ellie and Talia through a cap that went over their entire heads and fastened under their chins, securing it firmly in place. 
 
    “I’m telling you there’s an easier way. We’ve got something you’d be interested in,” was all Ellie was able to get out before becoming unconscious. 
 
    “I’m sure you have,” Macnair replied. 
 
    “Hey, Boss,” said Stace. “I got something strange here. The minute they went under, I picked up a repeating signal saying something about if we continue to probe them then all information regarding the location of the Nurridium will be deleted. Same thing coming from both their implants. What do you make of that?” 
 
    “It’s just a trick to stop us from probing their minds,” said Macnair. “Don’t pay any attention to it.” 
 
    “Wait a minute, there might be something to that,” said Monti. “They insisted that they did not come here to cut a deal for her brother. This is even before I made mention of my contacting you.” 
 
    Macnair thought for a moment and then the businessman inside him took over. “Wake them up.” 
 
    Ellie woke up to see Talia watching her. They were alone except for a couple of guards in the hallway. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Ellie asked Talia. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Talia. 
 
    “I don’t feel any different,” said Ellie. “How do I look?” 
 
    “Very stylish,” said Talia. 
 
    “Do I look like I had my brain melted?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “How should I know?” said Talia. “I never saw anyone with a melted brain before.” 
 
    Ellie looked around, “Where did everyone go?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Talia, “but my guess is they went to have a few drinks and talk things over while they waited for us to wake up. Five will get you ten that Gil’s program kicked in and now they’re all real interested in the Nurridium.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s better than having our brains fried,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” said Talia. “These guys know a lot of tricks and I’m not sure if Gil’s program will hold them off. We weren’t really planning on this caliber of attention.” Talia detected movement in the hallway. “Here they come.” 
 
    “Everybody have a nice nap?” asked Macnair as he entered the room. “All nice and rested? Good. Now I want everyone to be quiet and listen while I explain to you exactly what is going to happen next. You’re going to tell me right away if this hidden Nurridium thing is a trick or the real deal. If you tell me right now that it is a trick, I will collect on my bet with Monti and we will continue from where we left off. If I find out later that it was a trick, I will cut off your arms. Everybody understand?” Lots of head nodding. “Good. Now tell me, was it a trick?” Lots of head shaking. “So you do have Nurridium hidden away somewhere?” Head nodding again. “Alright, let me hear it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Franco, Gilbert and Holt had watched with some apprehension as the shuttle descended into the planet’s atmosphere. That apprehension grew as an hour passed without receiving any communication from either Ellie or Talia. One hour became two without word and their apprehension blossomed into full-fledged fear. Fear gave way to near hysteria as a sleek and well-armed ship took a position off their port side and locked its weapons onto the freighter. Another hour went by before they received a transmission from the ship. 
 
    “Attention. We are sending a shuttle to pick up all personnel for transport to the planet.” 
 
    “We’re boned,” said Holt, turning to look at Gilbert and Franco. Both nodded silently. 
 
    It was a short time later that Franco, Gilbert and Holt found themselves reunited with Ellie and Talia and wearing similar headdresses. 
 
    “I’m warning you,” said Gilbert. “Tampering with us like this runs the risk of losing the data forever.” 
 
    “No worries, Boss,” said Stace. “I know from the short time I was working on the girls that the data goes into a lockdown routine and then gives a warning before deletion. I know these implants well enough to get around that. It will just take a bit of time to convince their unconscious brains that everything is normal-like.” 
 
    “No details, please,” said Macnair. “Just results.”  
 
    Macnair and Monti left the room and Stace began his work. In no time at all, he was swimming through their collective unconsciousness, making his way into their implants’ processors and programming. Gilbert’s code worked well enough against perceivable external threats, but Stace had them all thinking they were at the beach watching the waves go back and forth. Their guard was down and the information was out in under an hour. Thirty minutes after that, they were all awake and facing Macnair again. 
 
    “Nice work,” Macnair said to Stace. “Hal, take the ship to these coordinates and retrieve the rock while Monti and I enjoy dinner and, I don’t know, maybe a show. The rest of you are staying here and if that ship comes back empty, I’m cutting arms off of everyone.” Macnair heard a gasp from behind him and felt a slight tug on his sleeve. “Not yours, Monti.” He turned and walked towards Ellie, “And who knows, if it’s a big enough chunk of Nurridium, I might just forget all about that grudge I have against your brother.” 
 
    The last thing anyone heard was Monti’s voice fading away as he and Macnair walked down the hall. “I don’t mean to be a wet blanket, but if it comes to it, do you think you could do the arm cutting somewhere else? I’m not really set up for that kind of mess and this is a new carpet…” 
 
    “Well, that was fun,” said Talia as the guards closed the door. 
 
    “We need to get out of these restraints and go after them,” said Ellie. “I’m not going to let them steal my Nurridium.” 
 
    “Your Nurridium?” asked Franco. 
 
    “That’s right, our Nurridium,” said Ellie. 
 
    “What do you propose we do?” asked Talia. “We’re locked in here and there are two guards in the hall. You probably don’t realize it, but these guys are way past state-of-the-art. Some of the stuff they have goes about a hundred light-years beyond crazy. That guy picked our memories clean.” 
 
    “I actually enjoyed the day at the beach,” said Gilbert. “Very relaxing.” 
 
    “I almost wished he took a bit longer,” agreed Franco. “The barbecue was almost ready. Hey, Holt, how come you weren’t at the beach?” 
 
    “I’ve got this fear of water since I almost drowned so beaches make me really nervous,” said Holt. 
 
    “So where’d he put you?” asked Franco. 
 
    “I don’t want to say too much since we’re in mixed company, but it was the best nudie bar I was ever in.” Holt leaned over and whispered, “Ellie and Talia were there.” 
 
    “No, we were at the beach,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Not in my mind,” said Holt.” Sorry, but you two were the featured dancers.” 
 
    “Great.” said Ellie. “Talia, you had listed all these fancy implants on your résumé when I hired you, let’s see them in action.” 
 
    “Yeah, about that,” said Talia. “Those implants are kind of like the guns and shields you told me your ship had.” 
 
    “You have a résumé for the job of enforcer?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Hey, it’s a profession just like anything else,” said Talia. “The hiring process isn’t that different.” 
 
    “But what do you put for past experience?” asked Franco. “Do you list all the body parts you’ve broken?” 
 
    “I can imagine the interview,” said Gilbert as he began impersonating the hiring manager. “I see you’ve broken a lot of legs. Is that a personal preference or is there a reason you shy away from arms and fingers?” 
 
    “Laugh it up,” said Talia. “When we get out of here I can update it with ‘experienced in killing coworkers.’ And by the way, I’ve been asked that question more than once during an interview.”  
 
    The laughter died down and the group sat there in silence for a while, each contemplating their fate, hoping that Macnair finds the Nurridium and is happy enough to let them go free with all limbs attached.  
 
    “Did anyone hear that?” asked Talia. 
 
    “Hear what?” said Franco. 
 
    “It sounded like a couple of bodies falling out there in the hall,” said Talia. 
 
    “Nope, but I did hear something that sounded like a door opening,” said Franco. 
 
    “That’s because the door just opened,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Then that explains it,” said Franco. 
 
    They were all restrained and positioned in chairs that faced away from the door so they didn’t see it open or watch as the unconscious guards were dragged in from the hallway before it closed. 
 
    “I think someone just came in the room.” whispered Talia. “Hello,” she said in a louder voice, “is someone there?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m here to help you,” said the person that just entered the room, coming around front to give them all a look over. “Is everyone okay?” 
 
    “Other than being held against our will,” began Ellie, “getting our brains probed and threatened to have our arms cut off, we’re doing great. Who the hell are you?” 
 
    “A friend,” said the man. 
 
    “Really?” said Ellie. “Because I know what all my friends look like and I don’t see any resemblance.” 
 
    “Let’s just say I’m more of a friend than those guys,” he said, nodding towards the unconscious guards. 
 
    “Well, that’s not too hard,” said Ellie. “I did mention that they wanted to cut off our arms.” 
 
    “My name is Tomas and I’m a Fed agent.” 
 
    “My name is Captain Ellis,” said Ellie. “My ship was attacked and we’ve been taken prisoner.” 
 
    “None of that is true,” said Agent Tomas. Ellie began to respond, but Agent Tomas put up his hand and stopped her. “We don’t have a lot time here so let’s cut to it. I know who you are. I’ve had your brother Jon in my custody for over a month and I’ve reviewed all his family contacts. I’ve been keeping tabs on your ship on the off chance he might run to it.” 
 
    “Talk about boring hobbies,” muttered Talia. 
 
    “I’ve also been keeping Macnair under surveillance for the better part of the past year,” said Tomas. “One of my sources told me Macnair was coming here to conduct some business with Monti. I thought that Monti might have somehow gotten his hands on Jon and was turning him in for the bounty so I decided to pay him a visit. I let myself in and headed in this direction since this is where the highest concentration of guards were located. I overheard them mention Nurridium so if you want out, you better tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    Ellie didn’t know whether or not to trust Agent Tomas, for all they knew he could be someone that worked for Macnair using this ploy as a means to see if they had given them a straight story earlier. If that was the case then there was no harm in telling him everything that Macnair already knew, which they did, including the location of the rock. As they began talking, Tomas began undoing their restraints.  
 
    “A big chunk of Nurridium, eh?” said Tomas. “You should have turned it in right away. For something like that, a guy like Macnair would kill you without even thinking about it just to cover his tracks.” 
 
    “We didn’t want to get involved with Macnair,” said Ellie. “We wanted Monti to negotiate a bigger finder’s fee with the Feds for us. We just wanted our fair share. Do you think I want to keep hauling freight and dealing with lowlifes for the next hundred years?” 
 
    “Hey,” said Franco and Holt. 
 
    “I meant the customers!” said Ellie. 
 
    “How big of a chunk are we talking about?” asked Tomas. 
 
    “Head size,” said Ellie. 
 
    “That would do it,” said Tomas. “With something like that, Macnair could get all the other bosses to knuckle under as well as most governments.” Agent Tomas accessed his device for a moment or two. “There’s still a chance I can catch them picking up the Nurridium. There’s a Fed cruiser in the vicinity of where you hid the rock. I’ll have to leave my ship here and use Monti’s teleport to get to the cruiser, but we just might be able to catch them there and then we can add illegal Nurridium possession to the charges against Macnair.” 
 
    Talia and Holt had picked up the guard’s weapons and nodded to Tomas, indicating they were ready to go.  
 
    “According to the power readouts I’m getting,” said Agent Tomas as he accessed his device and then motioned to his left, “the teleport should be in that direction.” Agent Tomas then motioned to his right. “That hallway leads to the patio and then your shuttle is further on. It shouldn’t be too difficult to get to it. Here, take this,” Tomas removed a small device from his pocket and handed it to Talia. “It will blanket your movements from the surveillance system.” Agent Tomas turned to Ellie and said, “We’ll talk again later.” He nodded to the rest and went off in search of the teleport. 
 
    Talia walked over to Gilbert. “Ever fire a weapon before?” she asked. 
 
    “Only paintball guns,” he replied. “It’s a war game, the guns shoot wax balls that explode and leave colored marks on your clothes.” 
 
    “Time for the real thing.” said Talia. “Think you can follow me without your gun accidentally going off?” 
 
    “I think I can handle it,” Gilbert said, half offended, half hoping he doesn’t trip and shoot one of his friends in the foot. 
 
    “Gil,” said Talia, “you get behind me. Ellie and Franco, you’re in the middle. Holt, make sure no one comes up behind us. Let’s go.” 
 
    They followed the hallway to the patio without incident. Talia peeked around the corner and was able to see the shuttle. “Two guards,” she whispered over her shoulder. They used the side terrace as cover as they moved closer to the ship. 
 
    “I’ll take the one on the right,” said Talia. “Holt, you take the one on the left. Ellie and Gil, spread out and provide cover fire. Franco, watch the rear.” 
 
    Once the others were in position, Talia and Holt opened fire on the guards. As soon as they heard the first shots fired, Ellie and Gilbert began firing as well. It was all over in twenty seconds and in less than a minute after that, the shuttle was ascending into the atmosphere. 
 
    Everyone was happy to see that the nasty looking spaceship had gone, but then felt a bit depressed when they realized it most likely went to retrieve their Nurridium. 
 
    “Let’s get the hell out of this sector and make a wide berth around wherever it was you dumped that rock,” was Ellie’s first command. Once the ship was well on its way and they were sure they weren’t being followed, Ellie called everyone to the ship’s galley. 
 
    “I just wanted to get together,” said Ellie, “and say that even though the deal didn’t work out for us, at least we survived with all our arms intact. And I learned a valuable lesson. Next time something like this happens, I’m just dumping everything into the nearest star and filing an insurance claim.” 
 
    “And Gil,” said Talia, “even though your program didn’t stop those guys from getting the information from us, it did save our ass down there.” 
 
    “I thought it was pretty good stuff,” said Franco. “I thought it would do the trick.” 
 
    “Not me,” said Holt. “Nothing against you two, but I knew that whatever you guys put together someone, somewhere would be able to pull it apart.” 
 
    “Oh really,” said Gilbert. “Then why didn’t you do something about it?” 
 
    “I did,” said Holt. “Sorry, Captain, but instead of putting that Nurridium back in the rock like you ordered me to, I shoved it in the bottom of storage locker 8-12.” 
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    Lyn and Simon traveled to the Dahana space station ahead of Jon so they could secure a suite of connecting rooms close to the teleport station. While they were doing that, Ellie2 was setting up a security grid to mask their coming and going from the station’s surveillance system and then Jon would follow in exactly one hour.  
 
    Jon was still a very hot and sought after commodity and if the price Macnair had put on his head wasn’t enough, Alicia’s father had plastered his face all over the media, accompanied by a reward for any information pertaining to either his or Alicia’s whereabouts. Macnair had the entire underworld network of snitches, informants and bounty hunters looking for him and now the followers of entertainment television were on his heels as well. Things were definitely not going as he had hoped and paying a visit to Dahana could make matters worse. The space station had resident bounty hunters that lived there year round following the premise that it was easier to wait for your prey to come to you than chase after it. There are always people on the run and sooner or later most of them come through the space station and a certain percentage either don’t pay off the right people or they’re identified by someone’s facial recognition system and they’re picked up and carted away, usually without the need of frozen carbonite. 
 
    Jon’s goal for the day was not to be caught, so he wore clothes that hid all his prominent features. You think this would make him stick out in the crowd, but at least one third of the people in the space station didn't want to be found and were similarly dressed. 
 
    Jon met Simon and Lyn at the teleport station and the three of them proceeded to their rooms. The space station is a twenty-four-by-seven affair since almost everyone there is on a different timetable and it doesn’t have a predictable slow period. The only people that operate on a fixed schedule are the residents that work there. A few centuries ago, a group of scientists got together and developed a universal system for measuring hours and days in hopes of putting everyone in the universe on the same timeframe, but it ended up like the metric system in the United States; everybody is aware it exists, but nobody really uses it unless they have to. 
 
    “Okay, step one complete, we’re all here,” said Jon, glancing about the suite. “Just couldn’t wait, could you,” he said noticing the ruffled blankets in one of the bedrooms. 
 
    “We had 20 minutes to kill while we were waiting for you to come through,” said Simon.  
 
    “What did you do for the other 18?” asked Jon. 
 
    “That’s hilarious,” said Simon. “Besides, we didn’t know how to turn on the TV.” 
 
    “TV on,” said Jon and one side of the room became a live action theater. “Just say what you want and the room will do it.” 
 
    “But you spoke English,” said Simon, “and there’s no way that the room understands English.” 
 
    “I did not speak English,” said Jon. “It’s just your brain hearing English. That’s how the implant works, it tricks your brain into seeing and hearing things a bit differently than they really are. You’re hearing English and if you watch my mouth you’d swear it was forming English words, but it’s not. You can even put your hands on my mouth and it would feel as though it’s moving in accordance with the words coming out, but it’s all your implant system intercepting the incoming sensory data, changing it slightly to fit the situation and then sending it off to your brain for processing. The end result is you seeing and hearing everything in English.” 
 
    “So when I was checking-in downstairs,” said Simon, “I wasn’t speaking English with the clerk’s implant translating for him, I was actually speaking an alien language and my implant made everything seem like English to me, even what I was saying?” 
 
    “Now you’ve got it,” said Jon. “If it didn’t work like that then everything would look like the English version of a Chinese martial arts movie with the voice and lips out of sync.” 
 
    “Amazing,” said Lyn. “TV off.” 
 
    “Once you get some practice,” said Jon, “you’ll be able to access much of your implant system and controllable devices like the TV without speaking.” Jon pointed to his eyes and the space in front of him. “These implants come with a virtual reality interface, but we have yours disabled until you have time to go through the tutorial. Now I want you two to go back to that lounge where you overheard those two guys talking and see if either of them returns. I’m going to do some snooping.” Jon took out his device and placed it on the table. “Full access mode, please.” 
 
    A screen and control panel appeared in front of Jon. They weren’t substantial, meaning that they weren’t made out of solid matter, but three-dimensional projections similar to the hotel TV. 
 
    “Show me the layout of the entire station,” said Jon and his device complied. “Give me another screen with a correlated list of hotels, residences, businesses, etc. Add a third screen with names and ID photos. Pull up the images you have of our two suspects.” More screens appeared. “Do you think you can recognize these two if you see them again?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Lyn. 
 
    “Then off you go,” said Jon. “And make sure they don’t get into any trouble.” 
 
    “I will,” replied Ellie2. 
 
    “And nurse those drinks,” said Jon. “We’re working tonight.” 
 
    Lyn and Simon left the room and proceeded to ground level. 
 
    “Let’s take the long way,” said Lyn. “I want to get a better feel for this place, in case we need to duck in somewhere.” 
 
    “Great idea,” said Simon. “I want to check out some of these stores and get a feel for this universe in general. The level of technology is staggering.” 
 
    “Okay, but just a few stops,” agreed Lyn and they proceeded along until Lyn noticed a clothing store. “Let’s stop in here for a second. I want to see what super high-tech clothes shopping is like.” 
 
    They entered the store and immediately noticed that like its earthly counterparts, it had various garments laid out on tables or on hangers. The first difference they saw was that the displays didn’t use mannequins, instead they employed three-dimensional projections. 
 
    “I don’t see any mirrors,” began Lyn, “and there aren’t any different sizes or colors. No dressing rooms either.” Lyn picked up a hat from a table. Immediately a full size 3D projection of Lyn appeared in front of her wearing the hat. She put down the hat and took a short jacket off a nearby rack. The projection changed and her image was now wearing the jacket. After a few seconds, the color of the jacket changed and after that, the hat was added. 
 
    “Look at this,” said Simon as he indicated a small pad in the display. It had buttons labeled Purchase and Next. He put his finger on the Next button and the image of Lyn was now wearing a different jacket. 
 
    “I could get used to this,” said Lyn. “Did someone say we had an unlimited credit card?” 
 
    “We’ll come back later, if there’s time,” said Simon. “We’re supposed to be looking for Gilbert.” 
 
    “He might be inside one of these hats, we should look,” said Lyn. “Or maybe he’s in these shoes…” 
 
    “Come on,” said Simon. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Hold this for a second,” Lyn said handing Simon a short skirt. 
 
    “Very funny,” said Simon as an image of him in the skirt appeared. 
 
    “You could pull that off,” said Lyn. “You’ve got the legs for it.” 
 
    “Now isn’t that just what every man wants to hear.” 
 
    They left the store and continued on their way, but they didn’t get very far before Simon stopped. “We’ve got to go in here,” he said charging into a nearby store. Lyn followed, shaking her head. Bound to happen, she thought as they entered an electronic gadget shop. 
 
    “Look at this,” said Simon. “They have a whole section for implants. And over there’s a weapons counter.” Simon began going up and down each aisle like a kid in a candy shop. 
 
    Lyn tagged along for a few minutes and then said, “I know what you’re looking for.” 
 
    “I’m not looking for anything in particular,” said Simon. 
 
    “Really?” said Lyn. “You’re not trying to find a real laser sword or ray gun?” 
 
    “Not especially,” said Simon, “but if they got one, I might be interested. You didn’t see one, did you?” 
 
    “What about Gilbert?” said Lyn. “I thought you didn’t want to waste any time?” 
 
    “Gilbert would want me to buy a lightsaber,” said Simon. “Actually, he’d want me to buy two. He would consider this time well spent.” 
 
    “Come on,” said Lyn. “Let’s get to the lounge.” 
 
    Lyn and Simon arrived at the lounge and occupied seats at the bar that afforded them a complete view of the establishment. 
 
    “I believe that’s our boy sitting in the same booth as the other day,” said Lyn. “I don’t recognize his friend.” 
 
    “Confirmed,” reported Ellie2. “I don’t have any record of his associate either.” 
 
    “This must be his regular place of business,” said Lyn as she moved closer to Simon. “We need to be careful here. If this is his regular spot, he’s probably paying someone off to use it. Information about people like us watching him usually brings a bonus so we need to ignore them and act like a couple out for a few drinks while Ellie2 does her thing.” 
 
    They ordered their drinks, but it was only a few minutes later that their quarry stood up to leave. 
 
    “Should we follow them?” asked Simon. 
 
    “We should,” said Lyn, “but we just got our drinks and we’ll be giving away the game if we get up and leave now. Especially if anyone notices that we did the same thing the other day. Ellie2, how far can you follow them after they leave here?” 
 
    “I’ve tapped into the station’s surveillance grid,” said Ellie2. “I can monitor them while they’re on the street. Private businesses have their own systems so following them once they’re off the street will depend on where they go. They just split up. Our regular picked up a traveling companion the minute he left the lounge and he’s following along about five feet back. It seems like our guy knows he’s there.” 
 
    “That’s probably a bodyguard,” said Lyn. “Keep an eye on all of them while we finish our drinks and pay the tab.” 
 
    “I don’t think we should split up.” said Simon. “Which one do we go after?” 
 
    “We follow the guy we know is associated with Jon’s sister,” said Lyn. “The other one could be unrelated business.” 
 
    “Right,” said Simon. “You’re real good at this. I can see why you decided to do it full-time.” 
 
    “I’ve got a knack for this type of thing,” said Lyn, “and a somewhat lenient conscience. You can’t have one without the other if you want to be successful in this business. It’s the folks that have the knack and an extremely lenient conscience that get into trouble.” 
 
    “Like our friend Jon,” said Simon. 
 
    “Like our friend Jon,” agreed Lyn, “but I think his conscience has been trying to catch up to him for a while now and it’s finally moved from a jog to a sprint.” 
 
    “Lucky for us,” said Simon 
 
    “You got that right,” said Lyn. 
 
    They left the bar and began following Ellie2’s directions which led them to Dahana’s residential area where most of its permanent inhabitants live. This area was separate from the rest of the station with only a handful of avenues having access to it, some of which were gated and required identity verification to enter or exit. It was into one of these that their quarry entered. 
 
    “Ellie2, can you get us into there?” Lyn asked. 
 
    “Sorry, guys, no can do. It’s on a closed system with no access to the rest of the station.”  
 
    “What about our other mark?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “I was able to follow him to one of the highest priced hotels in the most expensive part of the station.” 
 
    “So he’s the money,” said Lyn. “Our boy here was probably hired by him and this could all be connected after all. Let’s get back to the hotel and see what Jon’s come up with.” 
 
    Simon and Lyn returned to the hotel suite to find a bewildered Jon, sipping a glass containing a green liquid. 
 
    “I hope you two had better luck than I did,” said Jon. “I went through thousands of names and places, none of which seem to tie in with any of this business.” He stared at Lyn for a second, “Is that a new hat?” 
 
    “Is that Trapezian wine?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Yes,” said Jon. “I felt in need of some inspiration. The bottle and glasses are over there,” said Jon as he pointed to his right. 
 
    “Well buck up, old son,” began Lyn, “we didn’t do too badly. Nothing concrete, but enough to follow up on.” 
 
    “Best news I’ve heard all night,” said Jon. 
 
    “Looks like the man that hired the pirate is a resident here and has a habit of transacting his business in that lounge,” said Lyn. “He was there again and we followed him to his residential block, but it was part of a gated area and we couldn’t get in.” 
 
    “I ran into similar difficulties trying to get information about that area,” said Jon. “It’s extremely secure. I couldn’t find any way in. It has to be an air gap system.” 
 
    “I think his money man is here,” said Lyn. “The two were in conference and just finishing up when we arrived. Ellie2, did you hear anything interesting before they left?” 
 
    “Just that someone named PJ left to fetch a special package,” said Ellie2, “and should be back within the next 24 hours.” 
 
    “And you think this guy is paying for whatever it is being brought here?” asked Jon. 
 
    “He’s living like a king while he’s here,” said Lyn. “He must be paying for some type of service. He’s certainly not working for our resident.” 
 
    Ellie2 began displaying images of the two men from the lounge as they were being discussed. 
 
    “Hang on,” said Jon. “I’ve seen him before. He was at the palace when I arrived on Alicia’s world after leaving Earth.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Lyn. “Was he just hanging around or did he work there or what?”  
 
    “He was in uniform,” said Jon, “but not part of the guard. He caught my eye because he didn’t have any insignia or markings. At the time I thought he was some type of adviser and got a bit worried, but he stayed behind at the palace and didn’t follow along with the rest of Alicia’s guard.” 
 
    “And now he’s turned up here,” said Lyn. “And talking to the guy that organized the raid on your sister’s ship because of what she has in with her cargo. How does that fit in?” 
 
    “There can be only one reason this guy’s here,” said Jon, “and it’s because Alicia’s father sent him. Maybe our resident is scamming him for Alicia’s reward money, but the king’s no fool, he’d want evidence that this guy either has Alicia or can get her.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s just covering all the bases and he’s got this guy here on the lookout for her,” commented Simon. 
 
    “I’m sure he’s got hundreds of people like this guy on his payroll,” said Jon. “All that stuff is coordinated by his subordinates. Something else is going on here that requires a personal touch.” 
 
    “Should we try to grab one of these two?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “I think we’d need more than we have at the moment to accomplish that,” said Jon. 
 
    “Next best thing then?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Yes,” said Jon. “I think it’s time we went to the beach.” 
 
    A few hours later found Lyn, Simon and Jon driving up the coast heading towards Santa Barbara with Ellie2 acting as their GPS system. Lyn took this opportunity to call her client, Jenny Wilson. 
 
    “No, Mrs. Wilson,” said Lyn as she spoke on her phone to Gilbert’s mother. “I haven’t located him as of yet, but I am getting closer.” 
 
    “Do you think he is in Puerto Rico, at that observatory?” asked Gilbert’s mother. “Do you believe his partner Simon is telling the truth?” 
 
    “I’ve been working very closely with Simon,” said Lyn, “and we both believe that Gilbert has gotten tangled up in some type of elaborate scientific espionage scheme.” 
 
    “So it has nothing to do with pornography?” asked Gilbert’s mother. 
 
    “No,” said Lyn. “It doesn’t.” 
 
    “You’re absolutely sure?” asked Gilbert’s mother. 
 
    “I am,” said Lyn. 
 
    “I see,” said Gilbert’s mother. 
 
    “You seem disappointed.” said Lyn. 
 
    “It’s just that I was hoping that he was beginning to take an interest in something other than science,” said Mrs. Wilson. “You know, develop some type of hobby.” 
 
    “Like porn?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Or poker,” said Mrs. Wilson. “Even James Bond plays poker now instead of Baccarat. At least those are things that regular people can relate to. Instead, you’re telling me that he’s just caught up in some type of scientist’s version of hide and seek. It is disappointing.” 
 
    “Would you feel better if I told you he was lured away by a girl?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Really?” said Mrs. Wilson. “You think he was interested in a girl?” 
 
    “There’s definitely a girl involved,” said Lyn, “but I can’t say that Gilbert is involved with her.” 
 
    “It’s enough to know that he was interested. Let me know if you find out anything else.” They talked for a few minutes more before Lyn ended the call. 
 
    The next morning Lyn, Simon and Jon traveled out to The Beach House location. It was a very secure affair, walled off from the general public. They had put together a rough plan the night before while they ate at their hotel’s Mexican restaurant. The plan was somewhat sketchy this morning since Lyn took the opportunity to introduce Jon to tequila. They started with Sunrises, moved to Margaritas, quickly progressed to Shooters and then the inevitable salt and lime shots. The coast wasn’t the only thing foggy this morning as they drove along. 
 
    “Does everyone remember what they’re supposed to do?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “I’m supposed to be Alicia’s agent and you’re my assistant,” said Jon, indicating Lyn. “We go in under some pretense that she’s violating another contract by being on their show and grab her.” 
 
    “I wait outside with the motor running,” said Simon. “Then we hightail it back home and try to figure out just what the hell is going on.” 
 
    “Did all this make more sense last night?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Do you have a better idea?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “We go in with guns blazing,” said Jon, “stun the lot of them, I put Alicia over my shoulder and we’re in the car and on our way in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    Lyn thought about it and said, “We’ll save that for Plan B.” 
 
    Lyn and Jon left the car and approached the gates. Security guards appeared from inside the small gate house. 
 
    “Can we help you?” one asked. 
 
    “Yes, I’m Alicia Burdast’s agent…” Jon said as he began his prepared speech. The security guard stopped him mid-sentence. 
 
    “Yes, sir, you’re on our list. Mr. Fredrickson has been expecting you.” He spoke into his headset and then continued on, “Please follow me up to the house.” 
 
    Jon and Lyn exchanged what was becoming their usual what-do-you-make-of-that look as they were led into a separate part of the house, separate from the 24 hour party and always on cameras. They entered a large office with a single person standing behind a desk. 
 
    “I’m Fredrickson,” he said, “but please call me George. Can I call you Jon? Great. Alicia didn’t give us a last name. I’m one of the producers of the show and I’ve been looking forward to meeting someone that represents our Alicia.” 
 
    “Hello, George,” said Jon. “This is my assistant, Miss. Smith. Alicia mentioned that I was her agent?” 
 
    “No, not as such,” said Fredrickson. “She did say that she was traveling with an extremely dull individual, her words, not mine, and that sooner or later he would show up. I assumed it was going to be her agent or husband or psychiatrist, something like that. She gave us your name and we put it on the guest list. Can’t seem to get her out of character long enough to talk shop, but she did sign all the release forms and we’re paying her a standard wage, though we’re not quite sure who to make the checks out to and she doesn’t seem to know her social security number.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, George,” said Jon, “but we have a problem here. You see, Alicia is under contract with another firm and can’t be on your show.” 
 
    “She didn’t mention anything about it to us,” said Fredrickson. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure she neglected to mention it,” said Jon. “You’re not at fault, but now that you have knowledge of the situation, you are liable and can be sued if you continue to have her on the show. Can I please speak with her in private? I’m sure we can straighten all this out without the need for lawyers and lawsuits.” 
 
    “Please wait here and I’ll have her brought in,” said a visibly disturbed George as he left the room. 
 
    “I don’t believe it,” said a surprised Jon. “That actually worked.” 
 
    “We should start using tequila in all our strategy sessions,” said Lyn. 
 
    It was a few short minutes later that a pouting Alicia entered the room. 
 
    “I knew you’d show up and ruin the party,” she said as soon as she spied Jon. 
 
    “We both know that I enjoy a party as much as you do,” said Jon. 
 
    “Really?” said Alicia. “We’ll be putting that to the test in a few minutes.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Just that the party is about to get very interesting,” said Alicia. 
 
    Lyn heard Ellie2’s voice in her ear, “Lyn, prepare for trouble, we’ve got incoming.” 
 
    Lyn looked out the window and saw a shuttle landing inside the beach house gate. She spun Jon around and pointed. 
 
    “Alicia, what did you do?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh, I just used the microwave broadcasting equipment they have here to piggyback a signal off the ICC probes and relay it to some friends.” 
 
    “You what?” asked Jon. 
 
    “You should have looked into my schooling instead of assuming I was as dumb as my sister,” said Alicia. 
 
    “Jon, we’ve got positive ID on the people coming out of the shuttle,” said Lyn. “One of them is the pirate that went after your sister.” 
 
    “Alicia, what have you done?” repeated Jon. 
 
    “Did you think I was going to stay marooned here?” said Alicia. “I called for a ride. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m leaving. But one final performance before I go. Tell George I said ‘bye.’ 
 
    As Alicia turned to leave, Lyn decided that enough was enough. Four years of mixed martial arts fighting lessons should slow this bitch down, she thought. She was in mid-stride when Alicia executed a perfect leg sweep that knocked her on her butt. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” Alicia said as Lyn moved into a crouch and prepared to launch herself back at Alicia. “The only reason you’re still conscious is because you’re a friend of Jon’s.” 
 
    “Time for Plan B?” Lyn asked Jon as she watched Alicia leave the room. 
 
    “I think they beat us to it,” said Jon as he looked out the window. The pirate crew had reached the beach house and was stunning anyone in their way. 
 
    “Let’s get back to the car,” said Jon. They met Simon charging through the grounds as they were leaving. The last thing they heard as they left was the show’s commentator’s voice coming over the PA and describing the skirmish. 
 
    “Princess Alicia has now joined forces with what I can only assume are space aliens that have invaded the beach house. She’s approaching Carrie and you know these two never got along so it will be interesting to see what transpires here. And there they are, the energy beams that Alicia told us about! And who would have thought it possible, but they’re blasting through her shirt and are coming out of her nipples. Admit it folks, that’s where we all secretly thought they’d come out of…” 
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    “Let me get this straight. You went to the coordinates, followed the instructions, found the rock with the signaling beacon, but when you opened it up, it was empty.” 
 
    “Right, Boss,” said Hal, not very happy to be the bearer of bad news. 
 
    “Doesn’t surprise me,” said Macnair. “I never thought there was any Nurridium to begin with. Now you go.” 
 
    “While we were out,” began Monti, “it seemed an intruder breached my security, gained entrance to the compound, stunned the guards and released the prisoners. Then they stunned a few more guards, made it to their ship and left orbit.” 
 
    “They probably dropped their best guy outside your gates before landing and had that stupid Nurridium story at the ready, just in case things didn’t work out. Well, Monti, if I remember correctly we had a bet on the Nurridium story and it seems I won.” 
 
    “That’s true,” said Monti. “I’ll make payment right away.” 
 
    “You’ll make payment right away for ten times the amount to compensate me for the loss of Jon’s sister and my wasted time.” 
 
    “But I,” started Monti and then thought better of it, as he remembered how attached he was to his arms. “Of course, that’s only fair.” 
 
    Macnair and his goons left soon after that and Monti sat down behind his desk, reviewing the day’s events. Most of it was recorded by his security system, but other parts, like the prisoners’ escape, were missing which meant whoever was responsible had some very good tricks of their own. Monti was a thorough man and replayed it time and again, not wanting to miss the smallest detail. 
 
    Once he was sure there was nothing else to learn by reviewing past events, he decided it was time to see what the future held. It was time to see who he had trapped in his teleport system. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Okay, let me get this straight. Instead of putting the Nurridium in the rock like I ordered you to, you hid it in a locker?” 
 
    “Right. Locker 8-12.” 
 
    “And it’s there now.” 
 
    “I suppose so.” 
 
    “And if that Tomas guy didn’t come to our rescue, those goons would have come back empty handed and cut off our arms,” said Talia, whacking Holt on the back of the head. 
 
    “Hey,” yelled Holt now fending off head slaps from Talia and Franco. “We still had the Nurridium. I would have said something before he cut anything off of anybody. All I did was buy us more time and it worked out real good.” 
 
    “Guys like that don’t like to be jerked around,” said Talia. “They would have cut something off of somebody just for the extra trouble even if they got the Nurridium.” 
 
    “Well, they didn’t,” said Holt. “And we got away with it so I guess I outsmarted them.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, they don’t like to be outsmarted either,” said Talia. “We need to lie low for an extended period. Especially you, Ellie. Any way you can get in touch with your brother?” 
 
    “We’ve got an anonymous mail box set up where we can leave messages for each other,” said Ellie. “But I haven’t checked it since we went silent. I’ll have to access the grid to get to it and if someone is watching it could give our position away or make us the target for some type of tracking worm.” 
 
    “A small dose of paranoia is healthy,” said Franco, “but let’s not get carried away here. We’ll scramble the ships signal so they’ll think we’re someone else and we’ll just be another minuscule bit of traffic on an immense network. People check their messages all the time and they can’t monitor all of them and even if they could, we’d be five parsecs away before they figured anything out. I say chance it.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m thinking about you guys,” said Ellie. “Remember, they want me alive, but I don’t think they give a rat’s ass about the rest of you.” 
 
    “We appreciate your concern,” began Talia, “but make the call.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jon, Simon and Lyn had made the drive back down the coast and were sitting in Simon’s living room. They had discussed the events at the beach house the entire ride home. Jon was still surprised at the turn of events. 
 
    “She said she had used the TV broadcasting equipment to make contact with her comrades,” said Jon. “That is not a simple thing to do. I really underestimated that girl.” 
 
    “My dad told me there are only two times when a man should underestimate a woman,” said Simon. 
 
    “And when is that?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “When discussing their age and weight, of course,” said Simon. 
 
    “Sage advice,” remarked Jon and then turned his head a bit like he was listening to a voice from inside his skull, which he was. “My sister just accessed our mailbox and left a reply.” 
 
    “What was your message?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “I asked her how the weather was.” 
 
    “And what was her reply?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Foot.” 
 
    “Exactly what does that mean?” said Lyn. 
 
    “It means she’s in a relatively safe position,” said Jon, “and is going to be back on the grid in two hours with her teleport online. She’s going to remain like that for five minutes.”  
 
    “And we’re sure that’s her, that it’s not a trap?” said Lyn. 
 
    “Whoever it is was able to access her email and understands our little code,” said Jon. “It’s either Ellie or someone got into her brain and picked it clean. No way to tell, but I’m sure it’s her. She just doesn’t get involved with the type of people that have the capability to get inside someone’s head like that.” 
 
    “Age and weight,” reminded Lyn. 
 
    “So what do we do next?” asked Simon. 
 
    “We?” said Jon. “I’m sorry, my friends, but your fun ends here. I’ll go on alone to my sister’s ship and send Gilbert right back. You don’t need to get involved with the rest of this affair.” 
 
    “What if Gilbert’s not there?” asked Lyn. “It’s my job to get him back here. I’m definitely going.” 
 
    “Well, you guys aren’t leaving me here,” said Simon. “I’m just as concerned about Gilbert as the rest of you. In fact, I’m probably the most concerned. You only talked with him for thirty minutes,” Simon said to Jon. “And you’ve never even met him,” Simon said to Lyn. 
 
    “Fine, we all go,” said Jon. “We collect Gilbert straight away and then the three of you return right back to Earth.” Jon thought for a second before continuing. “I want to bring the secondary teleport back online in case we need it at some point down the line, but I want to use your original teleport to get us back to the ICC. We can teleport to Ellie’s ship from there. We’ve got less than two hours so let’s get a move on.” 
 
    “I want to make one quick stop on the way to the lab,” said Lyn. “It should only take five minutes.” 
 
    After stopping for Lyn, they proceeded to the secondary teleport station. Simon reconnected the cabling while Jon reestablished communication with the ICC. When that was completed, they proceeded to the original lab. They entered the lab and stared in disbelief at a totally wrecked teleport station. 
 
    “What do you think happened,” asked Lyn. 
 
    “I think a couple of thugs smashed it with baseball bats,” said Simon. “Look, there are the bats. Gilbert and I don’t keep sports equipment here.” 
 
    “Do you or Gilbert even own any sports equipment?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Of course,” said Simon. 
 
    “Chess doesn’t count as a sport,” said Lyn. 
 
    “Then no,” said Simon. 
 
    “This is Alicia’s doing,” said Jon. “She had someone come down here and smash it while she was at that beach house. She wanted to strand us here. Good thing she didn’t know about the backup station.” Jon scanned the wreckage for a few seconds longer. “Okay, back to the backup.” 
 
    They returned to the secondary lab and programmed the teleport to send them to the ICC. 
 
    “Why did you want to stop off here?” Lyn asked Jon after they arrived at the ICC. 
 
    “I want to check up on our friend Agent Tomas,” said Jon. “The ICC computer is keeping tabs on him. I wouldn’t want to stumble into him later on.” 
 
    “What’s the old goat been up to?” asked Lyn. “Still struggling to remove that pole from his ass?” 
 
    “Not quite,” said Jon. “According to his log update, he went to pay a visit to a somewhat notorious character and it doesn’t seem as though he’s left yet. He’s been there for much longer than I would expect necessary. I wonder if he’s in some type of bind.” Jon frowned as he said that last part. 
 
    “Well what do you know,” commented Lyn. “I believe the dog has finally caught the rabbit.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Are you feeling a bit guilty or concerned about him?” said Lyn. 
 
    “Well, yes,” said Jon. “Though I don’t know why. He’s just doing his job and I can’t be expected to watch out for him.” 
 
    “I am surrounded by socially and emotionally challenged geniuses,” muttered Lyn. “Look, just add him to your list of things to do and you’ll feel better.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right,” said Jon 
 
    “Sure,” said Lyn. ”Now let’s go have a nice visit with your sister.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Incoming signal, Captain.” 
 
    “Weapons ready,” said Ellie, then after everyone had their weapons pointed at the teleport station she continued, “Let it through.” 
 
    Much to the relief of all watching, Jon, Simon and Lyn materialized on the teleport platform. 
 
    “Hello, Ellie,” said Jon in a genuinely happy tone. “It’s good to see you.” 
 
    “It’s good to see you too, Jon.” Prior to his arrival, Ellie wasn’t sure if she was going to punch or hug her brother. She didn’t think she would have been able to hit her brother so she had prepped Talia for the task. 
 
    “You hit him,” Talia had replied. “He’s your brother. I don’t like to get in the middle of family squabbles.” 
 
    “Hey, you’re on the payroll to hit people,” Ellie had said in return. “And he’s people so hit him.” 
 
    Ellie glanced at Talia, made a barely noticeable head shake and then embraced her brother. “I’ve been worried about you, Jon.”  
 
    “Well, I’m always in some sort of trouble so that’s nothing new,” said Jon with a smile. “Now tell me what's going on here. I hear that you’ve had a run-in with pirates. But before we get into that, this is Simon and Lyn. They’re friends of Gilbert and insisted on coming along.” 
 
    “Simon!” shouted Gilbert. 
 
    “Gilbert!” shouted Simon. The two friends exchanged a quick bro-hug. 
 
    “Simon and Lyn, this is my sister Ellie.”  
 
    “A pleasure,” said Simon. 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” said Lyn. 
 
    “Likewise,” said Ellie with a nod and then introduced Holt, Talia and Franco. “What’s in the bag?” 
 
    “My mother taught me never to show up uninvited and empty handed,” said Lyn. “Chips, salsa and tequila to eat and drink while we talk.” 
 
    “You, I like,” said Ellie. “The jury’s still out on you two,” she said as she passed Simon and Jon. Ellie led the way out of the teleport chamber and down the corridor to the galley. 
 
    “You’ll never believe everything that’s happened to me since I left Earth,” Gilbert said to Simon as they walked along. “First, I had to outsmart some intergalactic mob guys that invaded the ICC, then I got to work on this ship while we went to an asteroid mining camp, then we were attacked by pirates and then we almost got our brains sucked dry and our arms cut off!” 
 
    “I have a girlfriend,” said Simon as he leaned in towards his friend. 
 
    “Not Lyn?” said Gilbert in a lower voice. Simon nodded. “Dude, she’s smoking hot. What world did you pick her up on?” 
 
    “She’s from Earth.” 
 
    “So she knows…?” 
 
    “Yup, she knows I’m a geek and doesn’t care.” 
 
    “Wow, who would have thought, I’m traveling the universe, getting attacked by space pirates and you’ve got a hot girlfriend. Two equally improbable things by Earth standards, yet here we are.” 
 
    “Hey, Gil,” said Simon, “have you had a chance to figure out how the ship’s engines work?” 
 
    “I have developed a basic understanding of the physics involved.” 
 
    “Well, don’t keep me in suspense,” said Simon. “Is it Star Wars or Star Trek?” 
 
    “A lot like Star Trek,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “I knew it,” said Simon. “It had to be warp bubbles.” 
 
    “I don’t even want to know what they’re talking about back there,” Lyn commented to Jon. “I thought I was making progress, but it seems all my hard work evaporated in a matter of minutes. It must be a critical mass type deal, the more nerds you get together, the worse they are.” 
 
    Gilbert and Simon were discussing the fact that Star Wars and Star Trek, two of the most popular science fiction productions of the twentieth century, employed two different methods for traveling faster than the speed of light. Star Wars uses hyperspace, a different type of space that exists in the sci-fi universe where things can move faster than the speed of light. In the Star Trek universe, spaceships stay in regular space, but bend the rules of physics by warping space as it travels through it, allowing things to travel faster than the speed of light. 
 
    “So how do the engines work?” asked Simon. 
 
    “They create an event singularity that inverts the fabric of space-time while simultaneously converting extraordinary amounts of pseudo-mass into pseudo-energy and using that to propel the ship through a stream of pseudo-space-time where velocity is only limited by the amount of energy you pour into it.” 
 
    “That’s pseudo-ridiculous,” said Simon. 
 
    “I know,” said Gilbert, “but we either accept their physics or resign ourselves to the possibility that magic exists.” 
 
    “And there’s no hyperspace?” asked Simon. 
 
    “There is,” said Gilbert, “but things actually move slower there.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense,” said Simon. 
 
    “Welcome to the universe,” said Gilbert. “Did you meet Ellie the robot?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t met any robots,” said Simon. “Where were there robots?” 
 
    “I’m in here,” said Ellie2 from inside Simon’s pants pocket. 
 
    “Dude, there’s a voice coming from inside your pants,” said Gilbert. “Did you get some type of weird implant?” 
 
     Simon reached into his pocket and pulled out Ellie2. 
 
    “Hi, Gilbert!” said Ellie2 as a six inch high 3D projection of Ellie the robot appeared above the device being held by Simon. 
 
    “Hey, Ellie!” said Gilbert. “Is that you inside there? You look like an iPhone. Well, I’m glad to see you’re still alive and kicking. I’m sure Simon found you very helpful.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” said Ellie2. “They got so plastered one night I had to give them step by step directions on how to walk. And they’re calling me Ellie2 now because their brains can’t cope with the idea of two things with the same name.” 
 
    “Hey, Ellie2, do the thing,” said Simon. 
 
    The six inch figure of Ellie2 became a brunette in a white robe-like garment with an ear muff hairstyle. 
 
    “Help me, Simon and Gilbert, you’re my only hope,” the image said before disappearing in shimmering static. 
 
    “See-through robe,” said Gilbert. “Nice touch.” 
 
    A short while later everyone was sitting comfortably in the galley munching on nachos, sipping Margaritas and telling their respective stories. 
 
    “What did you do to make that Macnair guy so mad at you?” Franco asked Jon. 
 
    “Yeah, what did you do, his wife or his daughter?” added Talia. 
 
    “Nothing like that, believe me,” said Jon. “That’s something I could deal with. This started out as a business deal. I was hired to set up a secure network for what I was told was a legitimate business venture. It was intergalactic in scope and required extreme encryption. Well, you know me,” he said to Ellie, “the more I got into it, the more things didn’t add up and the more interested I got. Turns out that Macnair wanted all his operations all over the universe to begin reporting real-time on their bits and pieces. Seems Macnair wanted to centralize his accounting so he could cut down on the skimming.” 
 
    “How very corporate of him,” said Ellie. 
 
    “By this time,” said Jon, “I had realized that he was controlling illegal drug trafficking, forced labor, prostitution, you name it. He takes it from where it’s legal, ships it to where it’s illegal and sells it to the folks that are too lazy or cheap to move.” 
 
    “So all that stuff is legal on some worlds?” asked Lyn. “Even in a society as advanced as this one?”  
 
    “Oh sure,” continued Franco. “Last census counted close to two quadrillion people and believe me, they come in all shapes, sizes, fetishes and addictions. Even if only 0.0001% are mega-kinky or drug crazy, that’s still billions of people. More than enough to colonize a bunch of planets where no one cares what they do, especially the crappy planets with limited habitable space.” 
 
    “Before I could extradite myself from the Macnair situation,” continued Jon, “the facility where I was working was raided by the Feds and I met our mutual friend Agent Tomas. Tomas persuaded me to run a data feed to his office and as soon as the Feds had enough information, they came down on all of Macnair’s operations.” 
 
    “I could see how that could make him a tad upset with you,” said Talia. “And I guess it’s just our bad luck to be guilty by association.” 
 
    “Sorry about that,” said Jon, “but let’s see what we can do to clear all this up. Buy the way, where are we?” 
 
    “We’re still in sector C368,” said Talia. “I’ve got us tucked away in a large, slow moving debris field.” 
 
    “Alright,” said Jon taking out his device and setting it at the far end of the table. “Let’s list everything we know and see if we can connect some dots.” His device immediately projected a large whiteboard-like screen above itself. “Do you recognize any of these people?” Images of all three players from the space station were now displayed. 
 
    “The first guy on the left is PJ the pirate,” said Ellie. “It was his crew that hit us after we picked up our cargo.” 
 
    “He’s also the guy that raided Earth and grabbed Alicia,” said Jon. “He was getting his orders from this guy next to him, who in turn was working for this next guy on the right and that guy was with Alicia when I arrived on her planet.” 
 
    Holt looked up from his fingers. “I think they got too many guys. That’s good for us, right?” 
 
    “So do you think Alicia is behind it all?” asked Franco, ignoring Holt. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Jon said. He saw Lyn’s left eyebrow raise and added, “Not that I don’t think she’s capable, I just can’t figure out what her motive would be. She has everything. She’s princess of her own planet.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s different out here,” began Gilbert, “but on Earth it’s the people that have the most that typically want more. Especially celebrities.” 
 
    “No, it’s pretty much the same way here,” said Franco. 
 
    “I’m still not convinced,” said Jon, “but let’s add her to the board. Let’s add Macnair as well. I think we can all agree that he wasn’t involved with the Nurridium before, but he is now.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the person that put the Nurridium in the rock to begin with,” added Talia. “Maybe we should take another look at that mining camp.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad thought,” said Jon. “Let’s see what we can find out about it.” The screen partitioned itself in two with notes from the discussion on one side and information about the mining camp began scrolling on the other. “Well look at that, your mining camp is a minimal security corrections facility.” 
 
    “Some are,” said Ellie. “Nothing strange about that.” 
 
    “But even minimal criminals have connections,” said Jon. “The first half of the puzzle is becoming clear.” 
 
    “Really?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Well, it’s becoming less murky,” said Jon. “Whoever found the Nurridium probably contacted this guy, the one from Alicia’s home world, though I’m still not sure why. And then somehow Alicia got involved.” 
 
    “Now that’s all well and good, but what are we going to do next?” asked Talia. “We still got this big chunk of Nurridium kicking around and I’m afraid I’m beginning to lose interest. Interest that the bank should be paying me, but isn’t because I haven’t deposited my share because we haven’t collected the reward for the stupid thing. Let’s figure out how we’re going to get in touch with the Feds and negotiate a deal now that things went sour with Monti. We’re losing money here.”  
 
    “I hesitate to mention this,” said Lyn, “but what about our old buddy Agent Tomas? He’s a Fed. He must have some contacts in the organization. He seems like the type that would get along well with the other cops.” 
 
    “He might not be very sympathetic to our cause,” began Talia. “Last we saw of him, he was heading off to pull the troops together and go after the Nurridium that wasn’t actually where we told him it was.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if that will matter too much,” said Jon. “I checked on him while I was at the ICC and there’s no record of him leaving Monti’s.” 
 
    “We split up at Monti’s place,” Gilbert said. “Tomas was planning to use Monti’s teleport.” 
 
    “Monti seems like too slick a character to leave an open access teleport available for anyone to use,” said Jon. “And Tomas isn’t half as slick as he thinks he is. Tomas probably triggered half a dozen safeguards playing around with it and went straight into the buffer when he tried to use it.” 
 
    “What’s this Monti guy like?” asked Simon. “How much danger is Tomas in?” 
 
    “Monti’s not the violent type,” said Ellie. “He’s too worried about his carpet, but I bet he’s not opposed to calling in help when he needs it. We should go back and check on the situation.” 
 
    “What?” said Talia. 
 
    “Are you crazy?” said Franco. 
 
    “They were going to cut off our arms,” reminded Holt. 
 
    “I know what this is about,” said Talia. 
 
    “Drop it, Talia,” said Ellie. 
 
    “I saw the look.,” said Talia. 
 
    “I said to drop it,” repeated Ellie. 
 
    “Not the look,” groaned Jon. 
 
    “What’s the look?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “You can always tell when Ellie falls for someone, she gets this look,” said Talia widening her eyes and opening her mouth in a crooked sort of way so her bottom jaw is out of alignment with the top. “And I saw the look when agent boy was removing her restraints and again when he was saying good-bye to her.” 
 
    “Look, the guy saved our lives,” said Ellie. “We owe him one.” 
 
    “Yup,” said Talia, “And you want to give him one.” 
 
    “Lyn makes a good point,” said Ellie. “We can trust him to deal with the Feds for us, especially if we help him out of this jam.” 
 
    “I’m with you, sis,” said Jon. 
 
    “Alright,” said Talia. “Count me in.” 
 
    “Thank you, Talia,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Well, I am obligated on two fronts,” said Ellie. “First, this is pretty much what you pay me for and second, well, we’re girlfriends and it’s up to me to help you get some.” 
 
    “I’m in,” said Gilbert, causing all heads to turn in his direction. “Hey, I did okay last time. I shot all the right people.” 
 
    “You did real good last time,” said Talia. “Who knows, maybe you have a knack for this type of thing.” 
 
    “I’ll go too,” said Lyn. “Gil’s mother is paying me to watch out for him.” 
 
    “I know,” said Ellie looking at Simon. “She’s going, so you’re going. It would have been easier to ask for volunteers to remain behind.” Franco and Holt raised their hands. 
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    Ellie led her rescue team to one of the freighter’s cargo holds. Inside was a ship much smaller than the freighter, but a good deal larger than the shuttle. In addition to a control bridge, it had a galley and dining area, lounge, medical station and a handful of private sleeping cabins. The plan was to leave the freighter tucked away where it was and use this ship to travel back and forth to Monti’s hideaway. 
 
    “Nice little ship,” said Jon as they entered the cargo bay. 
 
    “I took it in trade from a business acquaintance,” said Ellie. “He was retiring and wanted to move his entire house to a different world. He and his wife didn’t want to leave it behind because it held too many memories for them, like their kids growing up or some crap like that. He didn’t need the ship anymore so he used it as part of the payment. It needed some work so I took the opportunity to upgrade the engines. It’ll get us there quicker than this thing,” Ellie said waving at the freighter that surrounded them. “And, Gilbert, you’ll be happy to know it even has shields and cannons.” 
 
    They entered the ship and Talia piloted it out of the cargo bay and into open space. 
 
    “Here’s the plan,” said Jon. “I’ve looked over the shuttle recordings from the previous visit and I’ve identified an out of the way landing area for the ship.” They were in the ship’s control center and Jon was pointing to a navigation screen as he spoke. “We’ll come in from the north and follow this track in low and out of sight. After we land, Ellie, Talia, Gilbert and I will move on to Monti’s estate. Simon and Lyn will remain here as backup and guard the ship.” 
 
    Talia spent some time familiarizing Lyn and Simon with the ship’s flight systems, as well as its weapons and defensive systems.  
 
    “I’ve preset a course back to the freighter,” said Talia, “just in case you need to make a quick getaway. Now there’s always the chance that you may have to move the ship to some other location instead of returning to the freighter. Do either of you have any flying experience?” 
 
    “I have my pilot’s license for small aircraft,” said Lyn. 
 
    “Great,” said Talia. “Manual control for this bird is pretty easy since the ship’s nav system handles all the vectoring. Show me the control configuration you’re use to and we’ll see if we can mimic it here.” Talia set up a flight control station for Lyn and then moved on to hand weapons. 
 
    “These weapons automatically adjust their output,” said Talia, “so if your target doesn’t go down the first time you hit it, the gun will output more juice the next time you fire. Sometimes the bad guys are wearing armor or something that deflects the charge so if the weapon can’t stun them it will automatically switch from stun to blast.” 
 
    Lyn noticed Simon’s troubled expression. “What’s wrong, big guy?” 
 
    “I never really shot anything before,” said Simon. “I don’t want to kill anyone.” 
 
    Lyn thought for a second and then said, “Remember when Luke and Han went to the Death Star to rescue Leia? Luke had to shoot lots of guys and he probably killed a bunch of them. Do you think you can be like Luke?” 
 
    “I guess,” said Simon, then his expression brightened. “So you like Star Wars?” 
 
    “I baby sat my nephew a lot when I was younger,” said Lyn, “and that was all he watched. He’s twenty-four now and still reads all the Star Wars books. I’ll introduce you to him when we get back, you guys will get along great.” 
 
    “Aren’t you afraid that we’ll build critical mass?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Maybe if he sees you with a girl,” said Lyn, “it’ll show him that anything is possible and he’ll leave the basement.” 
 
    The ship made its approach as Jon had outlined and Talia took the opportunity to provide Lyn with some basic flying lessons before landing in a small field. 
 
    “It should take us about thirty minutes to reach Monti’s compound,” said Jon. “You two stay in the ship and no fooling around. The ship can monitor the compound from here and we’ll call if we need your help, but use your own judgment if you see smoke or anything that would indicate a firefight.” 
 
    “Just be careful where you aim that cannon,” commented Talia. 
 
    “That’s what I keep telling him,” said Lyn. 
 
    “Hey, I’ve got to combat your bazookas somehow,” replied Simon. 
 
    “Maybe we should split those two up,” Ellie said to Jon. “Five minutes after we leave they’ll have their artillery out and be playing war games.” 
 
    “They’ll do fine,” said Jon. “Lyn jokes around, but she’s a professional.” 
 
    “If you say so,” shrugged Ellie. 
 
    The four left the ship and headed towards Monti’s compound. There were hardly any guards on the grounds which made gaining the building easier than expected. They stopped fifty yards from the patio. 
 
    “Is it me or does this seem too easy?” asked Talia. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Jon. “You were here only about what, eight hours ago. Maybe they figure that’s all the excitement for one day. You stunned a lot of guys and they’re probably recuperating somewhere else. No one is expecting you back so maybe this is it.” 
 
    “Could be,” replied Talia, “but I’m one for always playing it safe. Let’s split up and approach from two different directions. Gil, you and I will head up first on the right, give us a couple minutes and then you two follow on the left. If we draw fire, you two will be in a flanking position and can counter their assault.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” said Ellie. 
 
    Talia took out the device Agent Tomas had given her and made sure it was working properly, then nodded to Jon and Ellie. Talia and Gilbert followed a small ridge across and then a tree line as they made their way up to the empty patio. A few minutes later they were joined by Ellie and Jon. 
 
    “Well, that was anticlimactic,” noted Jon. 
 
    “I know,” said Ellie. “I was all worked up what with the flanking and all 
 
    “Hey, I had some excitement,” said Talia. “Every time I stopped, Gil bumped into my butt.” 
 
    “I was focused on our surroundings,” said Gilbert. “And I didn’t expect you to stop so much.” 
 
    “Shhh,” said Jon. “I hear talking coming from that hallway. Any idea what’s down there?” 
 
    “No, we were held in the opposite wing,” said Ellie. 
 
    “You were probably in the business side of the estate,” said Jon. “That way probably leads to Monti’s living quarters. Let’s get a bit closer and try to hear what’s being said.” 
 
    “That sounds like Tomas,” Ellie commented as they moved further down the hallway. 
 
    “And Monti,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “It sounds like he’s being tortured,” said Ellie. 
 
    “I think he’s laughing,” said Talia as they moved closer still. 
 
    “Please come in and join us,” they heard Monti call out. 
 
    “Yes, come along, Jon, and bring your friends,” Tomas called out. 
 
    Jon and Ellie looked at Talia and Gilbert who shrugged in silent reply, then all four turned and entered the room only to find Monti and Tomas eating dinner together while watching a video of their assent onto Monti’s patio. They laughed every time Talia stopped and Gilbert bumped into her.  
 
    “Come on in and pull up a chair,” said Tomas 
 
    “Yes,” said Monti. “I ordered more food as soon as we detected you on the premises.” 
 
    “How were you able to detect us?” asked Jon as he sat down at the table. 
 
    “You’re still using the device I gave you earlier to cloak yourself from Monti’s surveillance system,” said Tomas. “It told me it was back and we used it to image your progress through the compound, moving the guards out of your way.” 
 
    “So you’re working with Monti and Macnair after all?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “Not at all, but Monti and I are acquaintances,” said Tomas. “We’ve traded information before and he invited me to stay for dinner. He wanted to discuss what was going on. Monti told me that Macnair came back empty handed, but he doesn’t believe that’s the end of it. Monti actually believes that big chunk of Nurridium really exists. We were just talking about different ways of trying to contact you when you arrived.” 
 
    “Why did you return?” asked Monti. 
 
    “Actually,” said Jon turning to Tomas, “we came back to check up on you. I was monitoring you at the ICC and it seemed that you got stuck here.” 
 
    “And I wanted to repay you for helping us,” said Ellie. “I thought Monti would sell you out to Macnair as quickly as he did me.” 
 
    “Let me take a moment and apologize for that,” said Monti. “Hindsight being what it is, I’m sorry I ever called the man.” 
 
    “Yes, he put your carpets at great risk,” commented Gilbert. 
 
    “I’m touched by your concern,” said Tomas, “And yes, I did get caught in Monti's teleport, but he and I seem to think that you came back to continue your negotiations to move the Nurridium now that Macnair is gone.” 
 
    “Yes, there’s that as well,” said Jon, “but we were hoping to deal directly with you.” 
 
    “We don’t see why we’d need to go through Monti now that you know what’s what,” said Ellie. “You represent the Feds, so we can work with you to set up a deal.” 
 
    “No reason at all to give him a cut,” said Talia nodding at Monti. “We’d just prefer to pay cash for dinner and leave him here, out in the cold, as it is.” 
 
    Monti smiled as his guards filed into the room, weapons at the ready. 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s an awfully expensive dinner,” said Monti, “and you may not have enough on hand to cover it.” 
 
    “Can we all just relax a bit?” asked Tomas. “Look, I’m not in whatever group handles these types of deals. I’m a field agent. I can’t help you with this so you’re stuck working with Monti.” 
 
    “I don’t trust him,” said Ellie. 
 
    “So what,” said Tomas. “I don’t trust you.” 
 
    “You don’t trust me?” said Ellie, sounding hurt. 
 
    “It’s nothing personal,” said Tomas. “I don’t trust anyone. Monti, what’s your usual cut on a deal like this?” 
 
    “That depends on how the deal is structured,” said Monti. “As a show of good faith and to help foster trust between us, I’ll base my cut on the extra money I’m able to negotiate. Let’s say thirty percent of whatever I negotiate over the standard finder’s fee.” 
 
    “Are you mad?” said Ellie. “Five percent.” 
 
    “I don’t want to bicker,” said Monti. “Let’s say twenty.” 
 
    “I enjoy bickering,” said Ellie. “Ten.” 
 
    “So we’ll settle on fifteen then?” replied Monti. 
 
    Ellie glanced at the guns pointed in her general direction. “Done.” 
 
    “Where is the Nurridium?” asked Monti. 
 
    “It’s tucked away, safe and sound,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Hopefully with people you trust explicitly,” commented Monti. 
 
    Ellie thought about Holt and Franco. Holt could have left the Nurridium hidden in the locker and then made off with it in a couple of days when they made port and Franco’s too scared to do anything other than hide alongside the Nurridium. “We’re okay.” 
 
    “Send me the specs on the item and a means to contact you,” said Monti. “You’ll make delivery directly to the Feds and I will receive payment from them, not you.” Monti raised his glass and said, “Here’s to a successful and profitable arrangement.” 
 
    Talia contacted Lyn and had her move the ship onto Monti’s landing area outside his patio while Ellie and Jon finalized plans with Monti. 
 
    “How did it go?” asked Simon as they entered the ship. 
 
    “Agent Tomas is fine and we’re back in business with Monti,” said Talia as she moved to the control panel and prepared for launch. Gilbert stayed up front with Talia as Simon and Lyn followed Ellie and Jon into the lounge. 
 
    “So what do we do next?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “We go back to the ship and sit tight while Monti does his thing. It might take more than twenty-four hours before we hear anything,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Did you get a chance to talk with Agent Tomas?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “We had a moment or two in private,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Did you offer to help remove that pole from his ass?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “I happen to like the pole,” said Ellie. “You have to understand that I’ve been dealing with people all my life,” pointing towards Jon, “without poles and I’ll tell you truthfully, they’ve been a pain in my ass. It’s as if they’ve managed to perform pole transplantation surgery. I am the recipient of multiple transplanted poles. I wanted multiple orgasms, I ended up with multiple poles.” 
 
    “Captain, we’ve got an incoming message,” Talia’s voice filled the lounge, interrupting Ellie. 
 
    “Is it from Franco or Holt?” replied Ellie. 
 
    “Neither,” said Talia. “I’ve just detected a ship approaching fast. The signal’s coming from them.” 
 
    “Can we out run them?” asked Ellie as she left the lounge and made her way to the bridge. 
 
    “We won’t know until we try,” said Talia. 
 
    “Punch it,” said Ellie. 
 
    Talia punched it while monitoring the other ship’s status. “They’ve picked up their pace as well.” 
 
    “Captain,” said the ship’s computer, “this ship’s configuration matches the one that Macnair’s men used last time we were here.” 
 
    “What is it with these guys?” said Ellie. “I mean this goes beyond persistence.”  Ellie sat down next to Talia and strapped in. Jon and Gilbert joined them as well. “Okay, let’s hear what they have to say.” 
 
    A familiar face appeared on the view screen. “Hello again,” said Hal. “Surprised?” 
 
    “I really shouldn’t be,” said Ellie, “but I must admit that I am. What do you want?” 
 
    “I want to know why you went back to Monti’s,” said Hal. “Macnair’s a very thorough person and even though he didn’t believe your Nurridium tale, he knew Monti did and Monti has a reputation for being right so he left us behind just in case.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a wonderful story,” said Ellie, “and we appreciate you taking the time out of your busy day to tell it to us, but we really don’t have the availability to sit and chat. We’ll just say good-bye now. Oh and tell Macnair we all said ‘hi.’ 
 
    “I think you have plenty of time to chat,” said Hal. “Or you will in about ten minutes. That’s when I get within canon range and we take out your engines.” 
 
    Ellie broke transmission with Hal’s ship. Gilbert looked up expectantly. “Secret weapon time?” he asked. 
 
    “We only got the one and it’s on the freighter,” said Talia. “We’ll be within their canon’s range long before they’re within our range and this guy seems like the shoot first sort of jerk.” 
 
    “Time to run away and hide?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “Either that or sit and chat,” replied Talia. 
 
    “Do it,” said Ellie. “And then make a series of course alterations that will put us onto a parallel course, but out of their sensor range,” said Ellie. Talia began making the necessary changes. 
 
    “I hope you know what you’re doing,” said Jon. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I did some bartering with your old coworkers in lieu of payment,” explained Ellie. “They installed an energy burst weapon on the freighter and this ship got an anti-detection system that makes it unperceivable to conventional tracking systems. We just activated it and changed our course. If it’s working they won’t detect our course change. Talia, what are our friends doing?” 
 
    “They’re holding their original course,” said Talia. “And probably wondering what the hell just happened. They’re beginning to slow down.” 
 
    “They’ll most likely double back to Monti’s and see what they can get out of him,” said Jon. 
 
    “I hope he enjoys the beach,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “But that’s bad news for us,” said Ellie. “Since he has all the info on the Nurridium. Soon Macnair will know that it exists and then he’ll really start hunting all of you,” said Jon. “We should contact Monti and give him the chance to teleport out of there. He probably has a safe location he could ditch to.” 
 
    “How long before we’re out of their sensor range?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “A few more minutes,” replied Talia. 
 
    “What’s going on?” asked Simon as he and Lyn entered the bridge. 
 
    “We were being followed by Macnair’s goons,” said Gilbert, “but this ship is equipped with a cloaking device and we’re sneaking away undetected.” 
 
    “How cool is that!” said Simon. “You know, if we told this story to any of our friends they’d just say that we took a bunch of sci-fi show episodes and tossed them in a blender with the Maltese Falcon.” 
 
    “Now that you mention the Maltese Falcon,” said Gilbert, “did we ever verify that the Nurridium was really Nurridium.” 
 
    “Of course we did,” said Ellie. “Didn’t we?” 
 
    “Holt said it looked like Nurridium,” began Talia, “then we decided to go to Monti’s and Holt was supposed to put it back in the rock just in case we needed to dump it fast, but he put it in the storage locker instead.”  
 
    “You’re basing all this on something Holt said?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Hey, people were attacking us over it,” said Talia. “It has to be real Nurridium. What else could it be?” 
 
    “Maybe a decoy,” said Simon, “to keep everyone busy while the real Nurridium is secretly being transported by other means. “It happens all the time in the movies.” 
 
    “The movies aren’t real life,” said Ellie. 
 
    “It has been lately,” said Simon. “At least for us three.” 
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    “Hello,” said Jon in a somewhat singsong voice as he received an incoming call. 
 
    “Hello, lover. Miss me?” 
 
    “Alicia, is that you?” asked Jon. “How are you able to get through to me?” 
 
    “I hacked into your device while we were on Earth and you were sleeping,” said Alicia. 
 
    “But it’s supposed to be hack proof,” said Jon. 
 
    “Aren’t you cute,” said Alicia. “Of course it is, but it was, so it isn’t.” 
 
    Jon looked up to see everyone staring at him. They had just arrived back on the freighter. “It’s Alicia and from the sounds of her I’d say her implants are overloading.” 
 
    “I’m the ruler of a planet,” said Alicia. “And I don’t leave that planet unless I’m fully equipped to deal with every situation.” A video of Alicia appeared above Jon’s device as he switched it to speaker phone. “You and your sister have something that belongs to me,” continued Alicia. “Something very valuable.” 
 
    “What in the world would you want with it?” asked Jon. “You already have enough money to go out and buy a planet of your own if you wanted to.” 
 
    “But I don’t want to go out and buy a planet,” countered Alicia. “I have a perfectly good planet right now and I want to keep it. Keep it all to myself.” 
 
    Something is definitely overloading, thought Jon. “What about dear old Dad and the rest of your family?” 
 
    “They can stay,” said Alicia, “as long as they bow down to me as their queen and ultimate ruler.” 
 
    “Who’s being cute now?” asked Jon. 
 
    “I’m tired of all this running around and traveling in spaceships,” said Alicia. “My tan’s beginning to fade. I’ll pay you well for the Nurridium, no strings attached. It’s a good deal, you should take it.” 
 
    “And if we don’t?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Oh, I’ll probably kill someone, I suppose.” 
 
    “You’ll have to catch us first,” reminded Jon. 
 
    “Well, that’s the thing,” said Alicia. “You see, I’ve already caught someone. Why do you think I’m calling?” At that point the picture panned back enough to include Jenny Wilson.  
 
    “Mom?” exclaimed Gilbert. “Is that you? Are you okay?” 
 
    “Hello, Gilbert,” said Mrs. Wilson. “I’m fine. Is that Lyn I see?” 
 
    “Hello, Mrs. Wilson,” said Lyn with a little wave. “I’ve found Gilbert.” 
 
    “Thank you, dear. Is this the woman you described on the phone? I must say, I really don’t approve.” 
 
    “Enough, please,” said Alicia. “I want my Nurridium and I am willing to trade.” 
 
    “Well, she’s not my mother,” said Ellie, “and I’m the one with the Nurridium so you better plan on sweetening the deal with that cash you mentioned a few minutes ago.” 
 
    “Finally,” said Alicia. “Someone that wants to talk business. How many of you are there, eight? I’ll transfer five hundred thousand to each of your accounts. Hell, I’ll even put up another five for Jenny here, but I want what’s mine.” 
 
    “Give us some time to think it through,” said Ellie. “We need to agree on how and where we make the trade so we’ll all stay safe. And that reminds me, your boy PJ shot up my ship so I’m going to need more than five hundred to cover repairs. You better make my cut a mil.” 
 
    “Are you repairing your ship or buying a new one?” said Alicia. “I’ll toss in another hundred, but just remember Jenny here. I’m going to take a nap and eat some dinner so let’s get back in touch with each other in four hours. I’ll be expecting your call.” And with that the video disappeared and the call ended. 
 
    “Hang on a second,” said Jon as Ellie began to speak. “Where can I quarantine this?” He was holding his device as if it had the plague. 
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” said Franco. “I’ve got a portable containment chamber in my lab that will keep it quiet. You can work on it from there as well.” Franco took the device and left the lounge. 
 
    “How did she get my mother?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “She was on Earth and she hacked into my device,” began Jon. 
 
    “And you used it to send Mrs. Wilson an email,” added Simon. “She must have come across that, put two and two together and decided to snatch Gil’s mom before leaving.” 
 
    “That sounds like Alicia,” said Jon. “She doesn’t like to leave anywhere empty handed, but she usually limits herself to what she bought shopping.” 
 
    “Do I have to remind you that we’re talking about my mother?” said Gilbert. “What are we going to do? They’re expecting an answer in a few hours.” 
 
    “Franco,” called Ellie over the ship’s intercom, “have you verified that the Nurridium is really Nurridium?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Franco. “That was the first thing I did after Holt identified it.” 
 
    “Right,” said Ellie, giving Simon and Jon a ‘see, we know what we’re doing’ look before continuing. “Since Jon’s device was compromised, there’s a good chance they know where we are so we’ve got to get moving just in case they decide to make another run at us. Talia, move us off to a new spot, but keep us close to this main sector.” 
 
    “Right, Chief,” said Talia as she left for the bridge. 
 
    “The rest of us will work on a plan to spring Gil’s mom,” said Ellie. 
 
    “I’ll get the tequila,” said Lyn. 
 
    “Captain,” Talia’s voice came over the intercom. “We’re receiving a signal. It’s coming in on the secure channel we set up with Monti.” 
 
    “What the hell, put it up,” said Ellie. A screen appeared at the opposite end of the lounge. Macnair’s head loomed large inside it. They could see Monti sitting in the background, his head still wearing the harness attached to the brain melting apparatus. 
 
    “Hello again,” said Macnair. “And Jon, I see you’ve decided to join the party.” 
 
    “What do you want, Macnair?” said Ellie. 
 
    “Same as last time,” said Macnair. “Nothing has changed.” 
 
    “But I think things have changed,” said Ellie. “We’re here, you’re there and who knows where poor old Monti is.” 
 
    “Like I said last time we met,” said Macnair. “Don’t worry about Monti, worry about me.” 
 
    “But that’s just the point, isn’t it?” asked Ellie. “We are worried about you. Poor old Monti thought he could trust you and look at him now. How are we supposed to trust you?” 
 
    “You can trust me to hunt you down and kill you if you don’t give me what I want,” said Macnair. 
 
    “It’s a big universe,” said Ellie. 
 
    “You’re right, you are absolutely right,” said Macnair, sensing he needed to take a different track here. “I don’t want to go to all that trouble and expense and mess. I want to make a deal, something that suits us all. I’m not a hard man to do business with.” 
 
    Tell that to Monti, thought Ellie. “There are eight of us. We want five hundred thousand each.” 
 
    “Four mil?” said Macnair. “I’m not one to bicker when the price seems fair.” 
 
    “And you forget about my brother,” added Ellie. 
 
    Macnair scowled and, for a moment, Ellie thought she had bumped the price too far, but then Macnair smiled and simply said, “Done.” 
 
    “We’ll get back to you within four hours with a meeting spot and time,” said Ellie. “And Macnair, we want you there personally, just to ensure that everyone plays nice.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” said Macnair. “As you know, I’m a hands-on type of employer. Until then.” Macnair’s image dissolved into the air. 
 
    “What the hell did you just do?” asked Jon. 
 
    “What about my mom?” shouted Gilbert. 
 
    “Pour the tequila,” said Ellie. “I have a plan.” 
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    Talia docked the small spaceship at the very tip of the Dahana space station. They had reserved a very specific area that, among other things, would allow their ship a quick getaway.  
 
    Jon had contacted Alicia earlier, “We’ve decided to make the swap at the Dahana space station.” 
 
    “It will take us about three hours to get there,” was Alicia’s response. 
 
    “Bring Mrs. Wilson, a Nurridium sensing device and be prepared to transfer the money into our account when we make the swap,” said Jon. “The Palace is the best hotel on the station so I’m assuming that’s where you’ll stay. Once you check in, we’ll contact you with further instructions.” 
 
    “No games, Jon.” Alicia ended the transmission. She then turned and spoke to Jamal. “What do you think about that?” she asked. 
 
    “Perfect,” said Jamal. “Our man lives there and can organize whatever help we need.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Ellie made a similar call to Macnair, “We’ve decided to make the swap at Dahana.” 
 
    “It will take us about four hours to get there,” was Macnair’s response. 
 
    “Bring a Nurridium sensing device and be prepared to transfer the money into our account when we make the swap,” said Ellie. “Do you have a favorite hotel there?” 
 
    “The Plaza.” 
 
    “Great,” said Ellie. “We’ll contact you with further instructions after you check in.” 
 
    “I hope you’re not planning anything too elaborate,” said Macnair. “I prefer things simple.” Macnair ended the transmission and turned to Hal. “What do you think about that?” he asked. 
 
    “Perfect,” said Hal. “You own half of the station. No problem getting any extra muscle if we think we need it. Plus the Feds have no jurisdiction there. They can’t even enter it.” 
 
    The hours passed and each party arrived. Instructions were sent detailing the meeting location. Ellie had selected a remote and little used location on the tip of the station. It was a conference center shaped like a pizza cut into three slices. People entered and exited through the crust end of each room and the tip of each slice had a separate door that opened to a common middle area. Ellie had been there recently for the annual Freighter Captains’ Symposium. 
 
    “So what do all you captains discuss during the symposium?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “We used to spend a lot of time discussing trade routes and cargos,” said Ellie. “But then we realized everyone was lying to keep their business’ safe and all to themselves so the focus shifted towards operational systems, reliable replacement parts and service centers. Stuff like that. We network together just like any other industry.” 
 
    “There has to be more to it than that,” said Franco. “It usually takes her a couple days to recover.” 
 
    “Hey, we’re spaceship captains, not gardeners,” said Ellie. “We work hard and we play hard. We also sympose hard.” 
 
    “Pardon me,” said Franco, “but most of your time is spent watching the navigational computer work. And don’t knock gardeners, I know a few that could kick your ass. Just admit that it’s an excuse for you to get together with your captain friends and complain about your crew and customers.” 
 
    “I admit nothing,” said Ellie. “Now let’s get set up for this party.” 
 
    Ellie, Talia and Holt were waiting for Macnair and his gang in conference room A while Jon, Gilbert and Simon where waiting for Alicia and her entourage in conference room C. Their spaceship was docked behind conference room B with Franco in the driver’s seat and Lyn guarding the airlock. 
 
    Macnair and his crew entered conference room A. Ellie was sitting on the crust side of a conference table while Talia and Holt stood behind her with their weapons ready. Macnair took a seat opposite Ellie. 
 
    “No need for all the fuss,” said Macnair. 
 
    “I like fuss,” replied Ellie. “Are you ready to make the transfer?” 
 
    “I am,” said Macnair. “But I don’t see any Nurridium. Not only that, but I brought the sensing equipment as you requested and nothing is registering. Is the Nurridium here?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s here,” said Ellie. “It’s nearby, but it’s in a containment chamber set up to mask its signature so your equipment can’t sense it. In a moment I will disable the masking signal and you will be able to verify its existence and location. At that time you will transfer the money into my account. If you fail to transfer the funds or make any contrary move, the containment chamber will emit enough antimatter to disintegrate the Nurridium.” 
 
    “You would destroy a fortune in Nurridium?” asked Macnair. 
 
    “In a heartbeat,” said Ellie. “That thing has been nothing but trouble since we found it and I’d be well rid of it. I’m keeping the containment chamber armed until we’re away, then it’s all yours. If you come after us, I’ll disintegrate it all. You’ve seen the specs on this piece, it’s fifty times bigger than anything else ever found and you’re paying a fraction of its net worth.” Ellie saw the green light flash on her panel, indicating that Jon and his team were ready to go. She disengaged the masking signal and Macnair’s sensing equipment lit up like a rocket. “A smart man would pay the bill and collect his purchase. Are you a smart man?” 
 
    “Not usually,” he said, “but today I make an exception.” Macnair tapped on his device. “You can verify that the funds have been transferred.” 
 
    “Looks like we’re done here,” said Ellie after glancing down at a screen that was monitoring her bank account and as she spoke, the room’s front wall became transparent revealing the hub-like common area and the Nurridium. “The door to the Nurridium will open in about thirty seconds and the containment chamber will open one minute after that.”  
 
    Ellie, Talia and Holt backed out of the conference room and into the corridor. They saw Jon, Simon, Gilbert and Mrs. Wilson ahead of them. Jon had just held a similar meeting with Alicia and her entourage. They all made their way into the airlock, past Lyn and then into their spaceship. 
 
    “Get us out of here,” Ellie said to Franco. Franco nodded and engaged the maneuvering thrusters.   
 
    At just about the same time as their ship was pulling away, the inner door of the conference room unlocked and Macnair and his boys walked into the common area. Their eyes were fixed on the Nurridium, but not so tightly that they failed to notice movement on their right. They stopped and turned as Alicia’s group emerged from conference room C. 
 
    “Stop where you are,” said Macnair to Alicia. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” replied Alicia, proceeding to the Nurridium. “That’s mine, bought and paid for and I’m taking it with me.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea who you’re talking to?” asked Macnair. 
 
    “A dead man?” replied Alicia. 
 
    “Do you really want to start shooting in here?” said Macnair. “A couple hard shots against the walls and they could breach. Let’s take a few seconds and discuss things.” 
 
    “Not on your life,” said Alicia. “I just transferred payment and when that light on the containment chamber turns green, I’m taking its contents with me.” 
 
    “Those bastards,” said Macnair. “I just made the same deal. We’ve been double-crossed.” Guns were raised, but before the shooting began, the entire conference center began to vibrate, followed by a feeling of acceleration. 
 
    “What’s happening?” asked Alicia as she steadied herself against a railing. 
 
    “I think the conference center has detached itself from the space station and is moving under its own power,” said Hal as he glanced up at the transparent dome of the inner room. 
 
    Hal was indeed correct. The conference center is equipped with its own propulsion and gravity systems and is used to give patrons external tours of the station.  
 
    “That was the high point of the symposium,” said Ellie as she and the others watched from their ship. “Or at least what I can remember of it. There’s a lot of history in that old station and some of it goes back almost a thousand years to that first disabled freighter whose captain decided that it was easier to convert his ship into a repair center than have it towed to the nearest planet for repairs. The rest of the station was built around it. The tour is fairly interesting.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if Macnair will agree,” said Franco. 
 
    “Well, he is getting the short version,” said Ellie. They watched as the conference center turned, increased its velocity and began moving away from the space station, just as they had programmed it to. Once it got outside the 50 mile buffer zone, its engines shut down and it began to drift. It was then that a Fed ship came into view and snagged it with a tractor beam. Once the conference center was close enough, automated conduits emerged from the Fed ship and penetrated the conference center’s external walls. Shortly after that, an air lock was extended.   
 
     “Done and done,” said Talia. “We delivered the bad guys, the kidnapped princess and the Nurridium all in one tidy bundle. Think we’ll get any reward money?” 
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    “So Agent Tomas is the big hero?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Yup. Though we get credit as his helpers,” said Ellie. She had just teleported back to the freighter after accompanying Agent Tomas to the Fed center to explain their involvement in this escapade. They had also made a short stop at Earth and returned Mrs. Wilson. 
 
    “I hope you mean anonymous credit,” said Franco. “I don’t want my name connected with Macnair, he has too many friends out here.” 
 
    “Let me clarify, by credit, I mean a cut,” said Ellie. “He agreed not to use our names, just our bank accounts.” 
 
    “So there was reward money?” asked Talia. 
 
    “There wasn’t a lot left after dividing it up eight ways,” said Ellie. “But, in addition to the reward for Macnair, there was the finder’s fee for the Nurridium and the reward for the return of the princess. It works out to almost three hundred thousand each.” 
 
    “Nice little bit of change,” said Holt. “Especially after we add it to the money we collected from Alicia and Macnair.” 
 
    “And, Jon,” continued Ellie, “you’re off the hook, free and clear.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ellie,” said Jon. “And I am sorry for all the trouble I’ve caused over the years. Was it difficult to persuade Tomas to back off?” 
 
    “Not as hard as you would think,” said Ellie. “I caught him at the best possible moment; he was in-between receiving commendations from his superiors and going to Alicia’s planet where he was being received as a national hero for rescuing their princess.” 
 
    “So you talked with Tomas?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Sure did,” said Ellie. 
 
    “And how did it go?” continued Lyn. “Are you two getting together at some point after all the fuss dies down?” 
 
    “Remember the pole?” asked Ellie. “The one up his butt?” 
 
    “Sure,” said Lyn. “You were attracted to his pole.” 
 
    “Well, it turns out he’s a big fan of the pole as well,” explained Ellie. “And not just his pole, he likes other poles. And other butts.” 
 
    “Are you saying he’s gay?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “That’s what I’m saying,” said Ellie. “Stop laughing, Talia.” 
 
    “I can’t help it,” said Talia. “That’s twice.” 
 
    “Twice?” asked Franco. 
 
    “How do you think you got your job?” replied Talia. “You didn’t know squat about spaceship systems.” Talia began a rather poor, but very funny impersonation of Ellie, “Oh Talia, I just hired the cutest tech guy. Hands off, I’m taking first crack at him.” 
 
    “Live and learn,” said Ellie. 
 
    “For some of us,” said Talia. “You on the other hand insist on taking remedial classes.” 
 
    “That explains those late night tutoring sessions,” said Franco. 
 
    “Yup,” said Ellie, “but then you put up that calendar and you don’t have to hit me over the head with something for me to understand.” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Talia. “Putting it right in front of your face usually does the trick. There’s still one thing that I don’t get. Who put the Nurridium in the rock and started all this to begin with?” 
 
    “It seems that Alicia had a boyfriend some years back,” began Ellie. “A commoner that her father disapproved of and the stupid kid didn’t know enough to accept a bribe so the father had him secretly arrested and sent off to the mining camp. He found the Nurridium, contacted Alicia and she hatched the entire plan to hide it in a rock and then steal it while in transit. After that, she was going to have it cut down and arm a bunch of ships with the biggest guns ever seen. She had a few disgruntled captains on her side as well and she was going to make them all rich admirals or some nonsense like that.” 
 
    “And my showing up in her palace?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Purely coincidental,” said Ellie. Lyn looked at Simon, but he prudently decided to remain quiet. “She was ready to leave, then you dropped into her lap and the idea of a false kidnapping provided a much better cover than her simply disappearing so she tricked you into thinking you were helping her.” 
 
    “And Macnair is now behind bars awaiting trial?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Unfortunately not,” said Ellie and a collective gasp went through the room. “I mean unfortunately for him since he’s dead.” 
 
    “What happened?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Once they saw that Fed ship heading their way,” said Ellie, “and felt its grappling arms attaching themselves to the hull, things got a bit heated inside the conference center. Seems Macnair started yelling at Alicia and then he grabbed her and began shaking her and, well, we all know she has a short fuse.” 
 
    “You don’t mean…” began Simon. 
 
    “Yup, death by boobs,” finished Ellie. 
 
    “Wow,” said Simon. “You dream about it, but when it actually happens, it’s nothing like you imagined it would be.” 
 
    “And Alicia came out of this smelling like a rose?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Of course.” said Ellie. “The official story is that she was kidnapped by Macnair, that Jon tried to prevent it and that Tomas planned the rescue at the space station. And naturally, there won’t be any mention of the Nurridium. Now let’s move on to another subject, something interesting. Who’s going to take their reward money and retire? Holt?” 
 
    “Not me,” said Holt. “I’m sending some of my share back home. Got to take care of the folks and the rest of the family.” 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” asked Talia. 
 
    “Nope,” said Holt. “That’s how I was brought up, to share the wealth. I’m not going to share all of it, I’m not that stupid, but maybe half. I’ll let the rest gain interest for a few years.” 
 
    “Never thought I’d be glad I was an orphan,” muttered Talia. 
 
    “And just what are your big plans, Talia?” asked Holt. 
 
    “I’m not exactly sure just yet, but I’m going to upgrade my implant system with the latest gen combat app. Now that I’ve become rich, I suddenly have an urge to live long enough to spend at least some of the cash. I think I’m going to need a long vacation to sort it all out. Hey, Franco, you up for the challenge?” 
 
    “I think some extended R&R is just what the doctor ordered,” replied Franco. 
 
    “So, Ellie,” continued Talia, “what’s your plan? Are you going to stay married to this ship and keep hauling freight till you meet Mr. Right?” 
 
    “I’ve decided that the life of a spaceship captain no longer suits me,” began Ellie. “As for Mr. Right, I think it’s best if I sit still for a bit and let him find me. He just better have a good excuse for being so late. Anyway, I’ve already sold the ship.” 
 
    “What!” said Talia. “To who?” 
 
    Ellie smiled and looked to her left. 
 
    “That would be me,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “No way, dude,” said Simon. “You bought a spaceship?”  
 
    “Two actually,” replied Gilbert. “The smaller one’s included. You guys want in? It seems I’m hiring in technical and tactical areas.” 
 
    “What do you say?” Simon asked Lyn. “Feel like seeing what the universe has to offer?” 
 
    “Why the hell not,” said Lyn. “We’ve got some cash out here and we can’t spend it back home. We might as well enjoy it while we can.” 
 
    “Hey, Holt, are you staying on?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “You bet,” said Holt. 
 
    “And, Jon, what about you?” asked Gilbert. “You’re a free man now. Care to help three know-nothings learn what’s what in the universe?” 
 
    “Yeah, Jon, it’ll be fun,” said Simon. 
 
    “What, bang about with you lot?” mused Jon as he rubbed his chin. “I don’t know. I do have my standards.” 
 
    “Where else are you going to go?” said Simon. “Agent Tomas turned off our free credit cards and took away our access to the ICC. You might as well stick around until something interesting comes up.”  
 
    “It will give you time to work out all those issues you’ve got rumbling around in your head,” said Lyn. 
 
    “You’re trying to work out your issues?” asked Ellie. “Mom will be so happy.” 
 
    “Alright then, I’m in,” said Jon. “Where to first?” 
 
    “Verigon 3 so we can deliver this ore,” said Gilbert and a howl of protest went up from his ex-crewmates. “Need I remind you that this is a working ship? Anyway, it’s just a slight detour to the left for a day or so. It will give all you newly converted free spirits time to figure out exactly where you’d like to be dropped off. Plus we can get some training before you abandon us.” 
 
    “Hey, Jon,” piped in Ellie2. “Ready to start the show?” 
 
    “Let it rip,” said Jon. 
 
    A video projection appeared above the table with Jon shouting ‘We are the Borg, resistance is futile!’ and then it cut to a screaming Gilbert, followed by another screaming Gilbert and after that came another screaming Gilbert. There were a smattering of smiling Gilbert’s thrown in to add contrast and, of course, Gilbert and Talia doing the bump, as well as Simon in a miniskirt and various cameos from the rest of the crew. All in all, it ran for about five minutes and it turned out Jon was right, Gilbert thought it was a riot. Jon smiled to himself, not a bad bit of work for a fishing rod. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Soul to Soul 
 
      
 
    1.  
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Ellie.”  
 
    “Morning, Captain.”  
 
    “Anything interesting happening?”  
 
    “Not a damn thing.”  
 
    “How much longer until we make port?”  
 
    “Just shy of three hours.”  
 
    “Anyone else up?”  
 
    “Holt’s in the cargo bay preparing to unload the freight. Jon has a wake-up call scheduled in one hour. Lyn and Simon have been up and down a few times this morning. How much detail do you want?”  
 
    “That’s already too much,” said Gilbert. “I thought you were going to work on improving your communication skills.”  
 
    “And I thought you were going to come to terms with it and accept me for who I am. I don’t understand why I’m the only one in this relationship that’s expected to change.”  
 
    “We’re in a relationship?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “I looked it up,” said Ellie, “that’s the right word. It doesn’t have to be physical. It’s a connection between two people. Are you saying I’m not people? Because if you are, I’ll stop this ship right now and we can have it out.”  
 
    It’s going to be one of those days, thought Gilbert. “Of course I’m not saying that. It’s just that the term ‘relationship’ usually denotes strong feelings and, I’ll be honest, I’m not very good at that sort of thing.”  
 
    “I’ve already figured that out on my own,” said Ellie. “Why do you think there’s still air left in the room. And please, don’t get all mushy on me, I’m talking about a working relationship.”  
 
    “Any coffee?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “There’s a fresh pot in the galley,” said Ellie.  
 
    It was, of course, early morning and Gilbert was beginning his day in what was quickly becoming his typical fashion now that he was the owner of a cargo ship. He would wake up by 8 a.m., wash, leave his cabin and, as the Ellie persona was now installed as the cargo ship’s main operating system, he would receive a status update from Ellie as he walked along the ship’s corridors.  
 
    Gilbert entered the galley, poured himself a cup of coffee, sat down and thought about what Ellie had just said. He wondered if it is possible to have a friendship with what is essentially a computer program. It certainly seems that a computer program believes it is possible to have a friendship with him. Gilbert sipped his coffee and made a mental note to add it to his list of topics he wanted to discuss with Jon. His list has been growing steadily over the past few weeks as he made his first few freight runs. Contrary to his initial voyage, these trips have had a lot of down time and, unlike his friend Simon, Gilbert had taken the opportunity to investigate the mysteries of the universe, which has contributed to said list. After some reflection, he realized he was being a bit unfair to Simon. Simon was spending an immense amount of time trying to unravel what Gilbert considered to be one of the greatest mysteries of them all – women, or even more precisely, love.  
 
    Gilbert had read Simon’s preliminary white paper on the subject and found it very informative, however, like most articles on relationships, it focused on sustaining, not initiating. As an analytic, Gilbert realized that he needed help on both fronts and took whatever he could get. He took another sip of coffee and thought that a relationship with a computer might be just the thing he needed to hone his skills. He thought about it a moment longer, then got a bit depressed as he remembered how his Uncle Phil had deep and meaningful conversations with his television and decided what he really needed to do was to get out more.  
 
    Now in that regard, meaning his ability to get out more, Gilbert was in luck. He and his crew were in what most people would regard as fairly good shape financially. Gilbert and Simon, as well as Simon’s new and probably first girlfriend Lyn, hail from a small, isolated planet in one of the more unpopulated parts of the universe called Earth and their initial foray into the universe proved to be very lucrative indeed. That meant that unlike other freighter captains, Gilbert didn’t need to be hopping from job to job just to stay ahead of the repair bills and meet the payroll. He just needed to tie up a few loose ends and then they could see exactly what this universe had to offer.  
 
    So when Simon, Lyn, Holt and Jon joined him in the galley, Gilbert laid out their new itinerary.  
 
    “Okay, folks, I’ve cut a deal with Jon’s old gang at the think tank and we’ll be delivering their quarterly supplies in exchange for some much needed work on the ship. They have a multipoint shield system available, we’ll pick up a weapons system on the way there and they’ve agreed to do the installation and integration. I’m planning to leave the ship at their dock for a week or so and while they’re making the modifications, Simon, Lyn and I will make a quick trip to Earth.”  
 
    “Going to tie up those loose ends you keep talking about?” asked Jon.  
 
    “Got to at least clean out the refrigerator,” said Gilbert. “We’ll take the Falcon…”  
 
    “The what?” interrupted Jon.  
 
    “I’ve decided to rename the ships,” said Gilbert. “The old names didn’t translate well and, as the new owner and captain, I get to pick new ones. The freighter is now the Enterprise and the transport is the Falcon.”  
 
    “Wow,” said Lyn. “Could you be any more predictable?” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right,” said Gilbert. “Everyone knows that’s my favorite space shuttle and that I’m a big Bogart fan.” 
 
    “What about our shuttle?” asked Holt. “Have you renamed it?”  
 
    “Not yet,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “How about Holt’s Ride?” asked Holt. 
 
    “No,” said Gilbert. “So Simon, Lyn and I will take the Falcon to Earth and square away a few things there while Holt and Jon oversee the modifications to the Enterprise.”  
 
    “That way,” said Lyn, “you can show all your friends back home your shiny new spaceship.”  
 
    “Well, we might take them for one quick ride while we’re there,” said Simon.  
 
    “Jon and Holt can teleport to Earth once the work on the ship is underway and give me a hand,” said Gilbert. “One of the things on my to-do list is to move the teleport out of our old lab and integrate it into a real-time communication station so we can keep in touch with things on Earth.  
 
    Holt turned to Jon, “You’ve been there, how is it?”  
 
    “Low tech,” said Jon, “but very nice and I still have all my credit cards. We could get a nice place on the beach and unwind.”  
 
    “Okay,” said Holt, “but I’m not going swimming.”  
 
    “You can bury yourself in the sand for all I care,” said Jon. 
 
    “Ellie,” called out Gilbert, “can you divvy yourself up and travel to Earth with us and also stay with the freighter and test the new systems once the installation is completed?”  
 
    “Oh sure,” said Ellie, her voice emanating through the ship’s PA system. “I can be in two different places at the same time. Two of me can also be in the same place at the same time. Take that Einstein.”  
 
    Gilbert wasn’t exactly sure how Ellie functioned or what her capabilities or limitations were. He had queried Jon on this topic when he took ownership of the freighter and Ellie had settled in as the main operating system of Gilbert’s small fleet of ships.  
 
    “What do you mean you don’t know,” Gilbert had said. “You created her.”  
 
    “I did not create her,” corrected Jon. “I only modified the operating parameters of the ICC’s Master Control Program to create a personal user interface that you could interact with. The Ellie we have now is an offshoot of the MCP that created itself when it was under attack. She’s very user-friendly, just ask her if you’re not sure about something you want her to do.”  
 
    Gilbert and his crew had spent the past few days taking on cargo from a small group of independent mining camps and were now in route to the Bina supply depot to off-load and cash out. The supply depot is basically a very large space station set up to house large amounts of various raw materials and supply them to the local planets in that sector of space. Being unaffiliated with any planetary governments, the supply depot also carries a wide assortment of finished goods, including weapon systems. 
 
    “Lyn and Simon,” said Gilbert, “I want you to see if there’s anything available on Bina to beef up this ship’s armaments. I want at least two good cannons.”  
 
    “Right, Chief,” said Lyn.  
 
    “Jon,” said Gilbert, “since you’re familiar with Earth’s low-level of technology, you can give me a hand selecting compatible communications equipment that we can use to set up a link that will connect Earth to the ships.”  
 
    “You’ll need a power source as well,” said Jon. “I’ll start a shopping list.”  
 
    “Include prices,” said Gilbert. “My wallet’s not bottomless. Holt, you’re with me. Let’s review the manifest and prepare to unload.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a few hours later that Simon and Lyn were making their way through the Bina space station. Spaceship-sized weapons aren’t an everyday item in the local department store and can be downright hard to find since it makes the other retailers at the mall a bit jittery to know that their neighbor could accidentally blow up a large chunk of their reality. Finding a distributor is more of a ‘who do you know and how well do you know them’ type of business and, being fairly new to the universe, Simon and Lyn were at somewhat of a disadvantage. The best they had was Talia’s old list of contacts and that wasn’t much help since half the names either had the words ‘dead’ or ‘missing - presumed dead’ next to them.  
 
    As Lyn was taking over Talia’s position on the ship as tactical officer, a job that included all things shady, Talia had passed on the list before they had parted ways.  
 
    “Anyone I can trust on this list?” Lyn had asked.  
 
    “Just the dead guys,” was Talia’s response. “But you should only trust them so far.” 
 
    “What about this name with the star next to it?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “If you see him,” said Talia, “you kill him.”  
 
    “What is he, a real bad ass?” asked Lyn, hoping for something juicy. “Or maybe a lover that double-crossed you?”  
 
    “Hardly,” said Talia. “I was going on vacation and he said he would feed my fish, but when I came back they were all dead.”  
 
    “He killed your fish?” said Lyn. “Why did he want to kill your fish?”  
 
    “He was in some type of accident and ended up in the hospital while I was on vacation,” explained Talia. “The fish starved to death.”  
 
    “And you want to kill him for that?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “No,” said Talia. “I want you to kill him. He has a restraining order out against me.”  
 
    “I’ll see what I can do,” said Lyn. “Now let’s get back to the list. Focusing just on the non-dead guys, who does what and how much should I not trust them?”  
 
    Before arriving at the Bina space station, Lyn had pulled up Talia’s old contact list and went over it with Simon. They were able to get in touch with one of the less non-trustworthy, non-dead guys who provided them with the name of one Narsi Mohin, a semi-small time operator that worked out of the depot. He was easy enough to find since, like most crooks, he had a legitimate business front and was listed as a grain supplier.  
 
    Lyn and Simon wove their way through the station’s walkways until they arrived at the correct address. They entered the storefront and were greeted by a single person sitting behind a counter. A quick glance at Lyn and Simon and he sent a silent signal to his boss’ office. Years of service at this counter had enabled the front man to discern between legitimate grain merchants and other types of customers. Back in his office, Narsi Mohin turned his attention to a view screen.  
 
    “Can I help you?” said the man at the counter.  
 
    “We would like to see Narsi Mohin about picking up some cargo,” said Simon as Lyn stood behind him with her hand positioned casually by her holstered side arm in the universal stance that has throughout time implied ‘I’m ready if you are.’  
 
    “You’re interested in purchasing grain?” said the front man.  
 
    Simon leaned across the counter and said, “I am not interested in purchasing grain.”  
 
    “But that’s what we have here,” said the man. “We are a grain distributor.”  
 
    “I understand that,” said Simon. “I also understand that you provide other, non-grain related items.” 
 
    “I'm afraid you've been misled,” continued the man. “We only carry items associated with grain and its transport.”  
 
    “I see,” said Simon. “In that case, do you have any equipment that would help me feel secure as I transport my grain from planet to planet?”  
 
    Before the front man could respond, a side door opened into a larger, well-furnished room. The heavyset man standing up to meet Simon and Lyn simply asked, “Are we talking nighttime blanket and teddy bear secure or forget-about-it secure?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    It was less than a day later that Gilbert and crew, along with two very nice, though slightly used, particle cannons, arrived at what has been casually referred to as a think tank, however a more apt description would be something like a freelance skunk-works facility. The facility itself was tucked away inside a fairly large asteroid which was, in turn, located in a relatively unexciting, but centrally located, region of the universe. Not many people knew of its exact location, in fact, it had a limited ability to move around within a rather large debris field and was constantly playing a sort of cosmic shell game to help it stay hidden. Nash Prot was the chief administrator of the station and he greeted Gilbert and Jon after their ship docked and the unloading was in progress.  
 
    “I never thought Ellie would sell her ship,” said Nash. “I always thought she fit the freighter captain personality to a tee. What’s she doing now?”  
 
    “She’s taking a year off to reevaluate her life goals,” replied Jon. “She bought a villa overlooking a beach on a nice calm planet.”  
 
    “She’ll be back in space in six months,” said Nash, shaking his head. 
 
    “Talk with Holt,” said Jon. “There’s still a few spots open in the pool if you want to put some money down.”  
 
    “Will do,” said Nash as he turned to Gilbert. “Were you able to pick up a weapons system?”  
 
    “We were,” said Gilbert. “You have the shield array?”  
 
    “Ready for installation,” said Nash.  
 
    “Things seem a bit more regimented since I was here last,” commented Jon as they walked through the facility. Over the years, whenever in need of some quick cash, Jon had done the odd bit of consulting work for Nash. “What happened? Did you get bought out?”  
 
    “We’re still independently run,” said Nash, “but we’ve gone under exclusive contract with the Feds. Seems they’ve grown tired of coming up against our technology and decided to take it off the market, so to speak. Our official designation is now LS7. We’ve had to upgrade our security protocols to meet the Fed requirements, so yes, there is extra security and things are quite a bit more proceduralized. Oddly enough, you folks are on their approved vendor list.”  
 
    “Long story,” said Gilbert, “that ended with us and the Feds on good terms.”  
 
    “Well, that’s where you want to be these days,” said Nash. “And it allowed us to continue using you as a delivery service and performing the odd modification to your ship.” Nash stopped just outside the Engineering and Maintenance wing. “I’m not exactly sure when the work is scheduled to begin, but my team is expecting you and can fill you in with the details. Will you both be able to join me for dinner this evening?”  
 
    “Just Jon, I’m afraid,” said Gilbert. “I would like to be underway as soon as possible since I’m not sure how long this side trip will take.”  
 
    “I understand,” said Nash. “Then perhaps when you return.”  
 
    “That shouldn’t be a problem,” said Gilbert. “If everything goes well, I should be back in a week or so.” Now Gilbert knew he was being a bit optimistic here, but he had no idea exactly how far off the mark he actually was.  
 
    You see, everyone knows that life has a way of becoming complicated. The funny part is that even though everyone knows it, it still takes us by surprise when it happens. You can be zipping along, enjoying the ride and all of a sudden you find yourself at the intersection of Shit’s Creek and Rock-and-a-Hard-Place Lane, wondering if this would have happened if you had your GPS on. As it turns out, Gilbert was only a few days away from the funny part.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    2.  
 
      
 
    “Morning, Ellie.”  
 
    “Good morning, Captain.”  
 
    “Anything interesting happening?”  
 
    “Not a damn thing.”  
 
    “Simon or Lyn up yet?”  
 
    “Only to re-hydrate and medicate.”  
 
    “Speaking of which,” said Gilbert, “I could use something as well.” One of the perks of living in a society with an extremely high level of technology is that they actually have a hangover cure that really works. Gilbert, Simon and Lyn had spent the previous night playing Monopoly, usually not something that results in a hangover. Both Gilbert and Lyn enjoy playing the game, but Simon refused citing years of abuse during family game night when he would habitually be bankrupt within the first half hour.  
 
    Gilbert wasn’t exactly sure which one of them came up with the idea to drink whenever a six or a four was rolled, but Simon reluctantly agreed to play and Ellie printed out a game board, cards and all. Once initiated, the rule was quickly expanded to include double threes, double twos and a host of other combinations that would somehow equal six or four.  
 
    Gilbert sipped a tall drink that appeared from the food dispenser and felt his head clear.  
 
    “How close are we to Earth?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “We’re in orbit,” said Ellie.  
 
    “That’s pretty close,” said Gilbert. “When did that happen?”  
 
    “About two hours ago,” said Ellie.  
 
    “I distinctly remember asking you to wake me up when we reached Earth,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “You sure did,” said Ellie.  
 
    “And you didn’t because…?” asked Gilbert.  
 
    A small image of a swaying Gilbert appeared, “And whatever you do, do not wake me up for at least 12 hours,” it said.  
 
    “Do you remember that, distinctly or otherwise?” asked Ellie.  
 
    “No,” said Gilbert, “but you should have told me we would be here sooner than 12 hours.”  
 
    The projection fast-forwarded a bit and then continued, “I don’t care when we’re supposed to reach Earth, do not disturb me,” the image said as its finger poked into empty space.  
 
    “Enough,” said Gilbert. “You win. Wake Simon and Lyn, let’s get this show on the road.”  
 
    It was a few hours later that, under the cover of darkness, they brought the Falcon down and landed in an isolated section of a local golf course not far from their Pasadena apartments. They had scanned the area prior to their descent, making sure no one was about so their arrival would be unseen. It was late evening as they quickly exited the ship, returned it to its undetectable, geosynchronous orbit, walked to a nearby restaurant and got dinner. After that, they took a cab to Simon’s apartment where they developed a somewhat simplistic plan that would explain their disappearance from both their jobs and personal social circles.  
 
    Simon and Gilbert used the same story in both instances, telling both their employer and friends that they had been conscripted by the government to work on a top secret black project that requires them to disappear for a year or so. Simon and Gilbert had already provided a similar tale to their employer that had allowed them to take a leave of absence when they originally stumbled upon the universe and built their teleport station. As they were already halfway out the door, all they needed to do now was give their final notice, which they did.  
 
    Lyn’s situation was a bit more complicated since she had family and friends in the area so she leveraged her recent divorce and told folks that she needed a change of scenery and life style and had decided to pack things up and spend some extended time in Italy.  
 
    “Why Italy?” her mother had asked.  
 
    “You can’t figure that one out?” Lyn had replied.  
 
    “Oh God, not because of that movie?” asked Lyn’s mother. 
 
    “Who knows, maybe I’ll find my Marcello.” Lyn smiled as she pictured herself introducing Simon to her mother.  
 
    Now to be successful in this deception our gang cannot simply tell their tales and disappear. That would just not work in the 21st century, what with cell phones, email, texting, Facebook, Twitter and all the other forms of social media. A person would need a really good excuse to become completely isolated these days and no one wanted to put that much thought into it. It was much simpler to give out a few plausible lies and then set up a communication link so they could maintain contact with their family and friends while keeping up with the latest news and their favorite TV shows.  
 
    After some discussion, they decided to terminate the lease on both Simon and Gilbert’s apartments and move their belongings to Lyn’s house which they would use as their Earth headquarters. Lyn had won the house in her divorce settlement free and clear and its large basement was a perfect spot to move their teleport system into. The back yard also abutted a fairly wide area of conservation land which provided the extra privacy needed for any covert activities.  
 
    They spent the next few days packing up both apartments and their labs and moving it all over to Lyn’s house. Since they hoped to finish the entire move within the week, they hired a moving company to do the heavy lifting. Once at Lyn’s house, Simon and Gilbert stared with disbelief into her garage.  
 
    “Are those yours?” asked Simon.  
 
    “Yup,” said Lyn.  
 
    “What are they?” asked Gilbert.  
 
    “A ‘68 Dodge Charger and a ‘68 Mustang GT,” said Lyn. “Did you ever see that old Steve McQueen movie Bullet?” 
 
    “No,” they replied.  
 
    “Basic cop movie,” said Lyn, “but it has the best car chase ever filmed.”  
 
    “Which one’s your favorite?” asked Simon, nodding at the cars.  
 
    “Depends on my mood,” said Lyn. “A word to the wise, back off if you see me going towards the Charger.”  
 
    Simon and Gilbert began setting up their lab in the basement of Lyn’s house. Their primary goal was to bring the teleport station on-line and, since they were smart enough to employ a very modular design when first constructing it, they were able to accomplish that relatively quickly. Now the local power grid did not supply nearly enough juice to teleport anything very far, astronomically speaking, but the Falcon was well within its range. After a few test runs to the ship of some fruit, followed by the neighbor’s cat, the system was deemed up and running.  
 
    Now the ship’s teleport system is able to tap into the enormous power generated by its engines and create a teleport or communication signal burst strong enough to reach the nearest junction box on the universal faster than light network, which is in the vicinity of 7 light-years away from Earth, in about three tenths of a second. Once on the network, the signal will be sent to wherever its destination code was programmed to send it.  
 
    This communication/transportation system had been in place for hundreds of years and its basic principles aren’t much different than that found in Earth’s networks, accept of course it’s ability to handle a gazillion times more data and move it millions of times faster than the speed of light while connecting almost every piece of intelligent life in the universe. Needless to say, it has a few more layers than your typical Earth protocol stack. And, as further evidence to the people of Earth of God’s infinite humor, the entire project had been spearheaded by a person named Algo Ore.  
 
    Now getting back to the teleport in Lyn’s basement, it’s not meant to be a transmitter, but a receiver just in case they need to abandon ship in a hurry and, as such, doesn’t require a huge power source. All they needed to complete the job was the equipment they purchased at the Bina supply depot, however, all that equipment was too bulky for the teleport so they would need to rent a small van, find a large, secluded spot with street access where they could bring the Falcon down and transfer the equipment. This was something no one was in the mood to do right away, not after spending all that time packing and moving everything else.  
 
    Instead, Lyn spent the day closing down her private investigation business while Simon accompanied Gilbert on a short trip to visit his parents. Lyn had two open cases, both of which were very similar, one was a cheating husband and the other was a cheating wife. Prior to her meeting Simon and subsequently leaving the planet, both cases would have required a tremendous amount of time conducting surveillance before Lyn would be able to amass enough evidence to prove one way or another, exactly who was doing whom. Now, with Ellie at her disposal, phone and credit card records, text messages and digital video of her quarry in restaurants, parking garages and elevators doing the most interesting things were all available on DVD by the time she awoke the next morning. This didn’t stop her from charging full price for her services. After all, she had already provided an estimate and she might raise suspicions if she didn’t run over by at least ten percent.  
 
    So while Lyn was collecting payment from two very satisfied clients, whose spouses were soon to be very unsatisfied, Simon and Gilbert made the drive to Irvine, California, to visit Gilbert’s parents. Simon’s parents were on the east coast and they didn’t visit much so feeding them their secret government project line and then dropping them the occasional email should do the trick.  
 
    There was no need to tell Gilbert’s parents their fake story since Gilbert’s mother had become tangled up in their previous outer space exploits and knew all about their new lifestyle.  
 
    “It’s good to see that Simon has such a nice girlfriend,” said Mrs. Wilson. “Now if only Gilbert could find someone.”  
 
    “Come on, Mom, please don’t start,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “What about that nice Ellie?” she asked, meaning Jon’s sister. 
 
    “We’re doing separate things, Mom,” said Gilbert. “There’s no chance for any type of relationship there.”  
 
    “Oh good,” said Mrs. Wilson. “I never really liked her, much too serious. You need someone with a sense of humor. Did you know that your father was voted Class Clown in high school?”  
 
    “Is that true?” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Oh yeah,” said Mr. Wilson. “I was voted Class Clown. The strange part is that I was running for Class President. Not a pleasant memory.”  
 
    “Really?” chuckled Mrs. Wilson. “I laugh every time I think about it.”  
 
    It was early that evening, with their visit to Gilbert’s parents completed, that they stopped in at a local bar to meet some friends for an impromptu going away party. You see, Gilbert and Simon had told their tale of government black projects to their friends and, as most good friends would, they immediately capitalized on the situation as an excuse to get together and hoist a few in their honor. They planned to meet back up with Lyn later that night at her house.  
 
    “So where are you going?” Simon’s friend Paul asked for the third time.  
 
    “I can’t tell you,” repeated Simon.  
 
    “Sure you can,” said Paul with a nod. “You can tell me.”  
 
    “You know, they will debrief me before I leave and ask if anyone was inquiring about where I was going or what I’ll be working on. You don’t want me to have to give them your name, do you?” said Simon. He had actually worked on government projects before and knew how to discourage people from these types of questions.  
 
    “No, thank you,” said Paul. “I already talked to those guys last week and that was enough.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Simon. “You already talked to which guys?”  
 
    “A couple agents from the government were asking questions about you,” said Paul. “It didn’t make any sense at the time, but now I figure they were just following up on you, like a background check or something.” 
 
    “What did they ask?” asked Simon, beginning to get a bit worried.  
 
    “They showed me a picture of a group of people,” said Paul. “They asked if I could identify you, how long I’ve known you, in what capacity. Stuff like that.”  
 
    “What picture did they show you?” asked Simon.  
 
    “Just a picture they had,” said Paul. “It was real grainy, like it was enlarged. You, a girl and guy outside somewhere. They asked me if you had been working on some publicity stunt for a TV show.”  
 
    “What did you tell them?” asked Simon. 
 
    “I told them that I hadn’t seen you for almost a month,” said Paul. “They asked if that was unusual.”  
 
    “What did you tell them?” repeated Simon.  
 
    “I told them about the time the cable company screwed up and you got the porn channel for free and I didn’t see you for three weeks.”  
 
    Simon took out a small cell phone sized device. “Is this the guy and girl that were in the photo with me?” he asked as he turned the device towards Paul. Ellie had, of course, been listening to the conversation and was displaying pictures of Lyn and Jon.  
 
    “I’m not sure about the guy,” said Paul, “but I’m pretty sure that’s the girl. Nice phone.”  
 
    “Thanks,” said Simon. “Do you remember what agency they were from?”  
 
    “They said D.O.D. and flashed some identification,” said Paul.  
 
    “Did they ask about Gil?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Nope, just you,” said Paul.  
 
    “Were they in uniform?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Black suit, white shirt, black tie, both of them,” said Paul. “Something up?”  
 
    “No, no,” said Simon. “Everything’s fine.”  
 
    “Hey, it worked out,” said Paul. “You got the job, right?”  
 
    “Right,” said Simon. “No worries.”  
 
    Simon made a beeline to Gilbert. “We’ve got trouble. Government types showed a picture of me, Jon and Lyn to Paul and were asking a bunch of questions.”  
 
    “What kind of questions?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Questions about those space pirates that raided the TV reality show,” said Simon. 
 
    “Oh,” said Gilbert, “those kinds of questions. I’ll bet those guys came down in full sight and uncloaked, what would they care? But how did they get your picture?”  
 
    “Stupid reality show,” said Simon. “I’m sure they had cameras running everywhere and I’m sure we were recorded on a couple of them. Plus, my prints are on file from other work I’ve done for the government.”  
 
    “Oh, right, Mr. Top Secret Clearance,” said Gilbert. “Still feeling special?”  
 
    “They had a picture of Lyn,” said Simon.  
 
    “Do you think they know who she is?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Simon.  
 
    “Should we call her?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Let’s try her home phone first,” said Simon as he took out his device and held it up to his head like a cell phone. “Ellie, I need you to call Lyn’s house, but I want the call to be untraceable.”  
 
    “An untraceable call would look suspicious,” said Ellie. “How about I make it look like it came from a pizza shop on the other side of town?” 
 
    “Smart girl,” said Simon. 
 
    Ellie made the call. “No answer. Do you want to leave a message?”  
 
    “No,” said Simon. “Can you get a lock on her position through her cell phone?” Shortly after arriving on Earth, Ellie had installed a utility program in everyone’s cell phone that linked them together and allowed them to communicate undetected by the local cellular and landline infrastructure.  
 
    “Her cell phone is in the bedroom and it doesn’t know where Lyn is,” said Ellie. 
 
    “That’s not good,” said Gilbert. “Hey, Ellie, when Jon was at the ICC he had access to all of Earth’s governmental systems. Can you get in?”  
 
    “I’ve already started trying to hack in,” said Ellie, “but it will take some time to sort it all out. When Jon got in, he had the ICC probes physically send down these neat little robot things that crawl into buildings and establish an internal connection directly to the ICC mainframe.”  
 
    “Do we have anything like that on the Falcon?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Are you kidding?” replied Ellie. “After the navigation and weapons systems, the next most sophisticated piece of equipment is the toaster.”  
 
    “I need to check out her house,” said Simon. “Lyn might be in trouble.”  
 
    “Let me do it,” said Gilbert. “We already know they’re looking for you and if something is going on at the house, they’ll pick you up the second you show your face. You said they weren’t asking about me. I’ll go instead and if something is up, I can just say that I’m an old friend that’s stopping by for a visit.”  
 
    “I don’t know…” began Simon.  
 
    “You hang on to Ellie,” said Gilbert, “and monitor things from a few blocks away.”  
 
    “Thanks, Gil,” said Simon. “I know what you’re suggesting has the highest probability of success, but this is something I’ve got to do. It’s part of the whole relationship thing.”  
 
    “It is?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure,” said Simon. “I mean, I don’t have it all figured out yet, but this fits in somewhere.”  
 
    “Alright then,” said Gilbert, “let’s get to it.”  
 
    Gilbert and Simon offered up a few poor excuses, left the bar and then proceeded to drive back to Lyn’s house. They stopped a few streets away, well within Ellie’s scanning range.  
 
    “Anyone around?” asked Simon.  
 
    “Lyn’s house is empty,” said Ellie, “but there are other people in the neighborhood. Most are in houses, some outside. It’s really no different from any of the other neighborhoods we just drove through to get here, but it is very likely that the house is under surveillance. Too bad everything is so low tech. There’s nothing for me to tap into.”  
 
    “What about radio?” asked Gilbert.  
 
    “Just the usual cell phone chatter,” said Ellie. “Either they’re operating under radio silence or they’ve got nothing to say right now.”  
 
    “Okay,” said Simon. “This is where I get out.”  
 
    Simon left the car and began walking to Lyn’s house. He was able to communicate directly to Gilbert and Ellie through his modified cell phone.  
 
    “Uneventful walk up the street,” remarked Simon. “Now I’m turning into the driveway.” Then after a few seconds, “That’s strange, the front door was unlocked. Lights are on, everything looks fine. I’m in the kitchen, there’s no note or anything. I’m going downstairs to check out the basement.”  
 
    “Hey, guys,” said Ellie. “I’m detecting agitated movement in a few of the neighboring houses.”  
 
    “The basement’s been cleaned out,” said Simon. “Everything’s gone.”  
 
    “People are now definitely heading your way,” said Ellie.  
 
    “Sit tight,” said Gilbert. “We’ll be there in a minute. I’ll stun the lot of them and get you out.”  
 
    “No, stay put,” said Simon. “That won’t get us anywhere. Let me hear what they have to say and then you can follow them to wherever they take me. Hopefully it’s the same place they’ve got Lyn and you can spring us both.”  
 
    “Are you sure about that?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Yes,” said Simon as he returned upstairs. He made himself a drink and sat on the couch. He only had enough time to take a few sips before the front door opened and three men entered the room. Two of the three took positions on opposite sides of the room, the third approached Simon.  
 
    “Dr. Simon Jensen?” he asked.  
 
    “That’s right,” replied Simon as he stood up.  
 
    “I’m Special Agent Smith.”  
 
    “Of course you are,” said Simon. “Any chance you’ll tell me what’s going on here?”  
 
    “There’s not much to tell, at least not from our side,” said Special Agent Smith as he walked across the room and made himself a drink. “Here’s what I’ve got, one second all’s quiet and then NORAD’s surveillance system is lit up like a pinball machine. We start tracking an incoming bogey with no known origin to the southern Californian coast, we scramble pursuit, but before we can get within twenty miles, it’s up and gone.”  
 
    “Well, that’s a lovely story,” said Simon. “And I can’t wait to see the reenactment on the Discovery Channel’s UFO Hunters, but I don’t understand what that’s got to do with me or why you’re here.”  
 
    “Well let me connect those dots for you,” said Agent Smith. “At the same time all that was happening, we’ve got video of a group of people incapacitating the cast and crew of a TV reality show using some weapon we can’t identify. Then they climb into what looks like some type of aircraft and blast straight up for about a million miles right from the same spot our bogie came down. Guess who’s on camera and guess whose prints we lifted?”  
 
    “Lady Gaga’s?” said Simon. 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” said Agent Smith. “Would you care to explain what you were doing there?”  
 
    “I’m actually just a really big fan of the show,” said Simon, “and I was hoping to get some autographs.”  
 
    “Instead of believing that,” said Agent Smith, “we decided to keep an eye out for you and it worked out real well. For us, I mean. Not very smart of you boys to use your credit cards when you hired that moving company. That type of stuff is very easy to track and the movers were very helpful. They provided the address to this house.”  
 
    “I don’t think any of that gives you the right to break in here and threaten me,” said Simon. 
 
    “And yet here we are,” said Agent Smith, “doing exactly that. Funny how the world works.”  
 
    “It’s a scream,” said Simon, sipping his drink. “So what happens next?”  
 
    “You come with us and explain exactly what all that equipment is that we’ve removed from the basement,” said Agent Smith. 
 
    “And if I refuse?” asked Simon. 
 
    “You’re free to go, of course,” said Agent Smith. 
 
    “Really?” said Simon. 
 
    “No, you idiot,” said Agent Smith. “This is a national security issue. You’re coming with us whether you agree to or not.”  
 
    “Oh, well, in that case,” said Simon, “let the record show that I do not agree. In fact, put me down for strongly disagreeing. Do I actually have to struggle or could you save us both the trouble and just add that part in?” 
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    Lyn looked up as she heard the door to her holding cell open. The room was just large enough to contain a table and four chairs, one of which Lyn now found herself to be seated in. Lyn wasn’t sure of her present location since the back part of the vehicle she had rode in had been windowless, but based on the time it took them to arrive, she was sure she wasn't that far from her house, certainly within twenty-five miles. Two men wearing plain black suits without any identification or insignia entered the room.  
 
    “Who the hell are you two jokers?” said Lyn.  
 
    The two men sat down at the table facing Lyn.  
 
    “You’ve been linked to a UFO event,” the man on the right began. “We work for a government agency that investigates these types of occurrences.”  
 
    “What do you mean, like in the X-Files?” Lyn looked over the two men. “Which one of you is Agent Scully? Or do you take turns at it?”  
 
    “We prefer to think of ourselves more like agents Kay and J,” said the agent seated on the right. 
 
    Lyn took another look at the two men. “Sorry, boys, but you’re more like PB and J.”  
 
    “Now that’s a smart play,” continued the agent. “You wouldn’t think it is, but making fun of us and giving us a hard time really works out well for most people. Especially those people that have already told all their friends and relatives that they’ll be leaving town for parts unknown. I mean, that really ties our hands. We better let you go right now before people in Italy start looking for you.”  
 
    “People will know I’m missing,” said Lyn. “And they’ll contact the police.”  
 
    “You mean people like Simon Jensen?” asked the agent on the left. “He’s down the hall in another room and he’s telling us all types of interesting stuff.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m sure he is,” said Lyn. “Has he mentioned the Kessel Run?”  
 
    Now, like many of us, when Simon first watched the movie Star Wars he was immediately bothered by Han Solo’s claim that the Millennium Falcon could ‘make the Kessel Run in 12 parsecs,’ recognizing that parsecs are a measure of distance, not time. Instead of falling in line and bashing the writer for what seemed an obvious mistake, an 8 year old Simon drafted a plausible scenario.  
 
    You see, Simon is from Massachusetts and his dad would often make ‘packie runs’ before the ball game began so Simon new that a ‘run’ also meant to complete a task. Simon hypothesized that the Kessel Run could simply have been a series of maneuvers that pilots had to execute where a combination of speed and handling would allow the best pilot and fastest ship to complete it in the shortest distance while returning home with the beer still cold.  
 
    Unfortunately, this all occurred in the ’80s, long before you could post interesting tidbits like this on the internet and Simon’s postulate went unnoticed. Simon did feel some satisfaction when, years later, he watched the re-mastered DVD and George Lucus’ commentary gave a similar explanation.  
 
    He must have gotten my letter after all, a younger Simon thought.  
 
    The agent on the left sighed as he leaned forward. “Actually, he did,” he said. “And he also told us you have a spaceship.”  
 
    “Sure, who doesn’t?” responded Lyn. “We have a whole bunch. We’re putting together a fleet and we’re planning to overthrow the old republic. From this point on, I’d like you to address me as Darth Lyn.”  
 
    “It’s only a matter of time before either you or Simon tells us what we want to know,” said the agent on the right.  
 
    “It’s only a matter of time before the sun goes supernova,” said Lyn.  
 
    “I think you’ll talk before that happens,” said the agent on the left.  
 
    “I don’t,” said Lyn.  
 
    “You know, you’re probably right,” said the agent on the right and the two men stood up. “I think we’ll have better luck with your partner.”  
 
    “Just remember,” said Lyn, “if you break it, you buy it and I’ll be along to collect.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So they’re in there?” asked Gilbert.  
 
    At Ellie’s direction, he was able to follow at a safe distance while Simon was transported from Lyn’s house and into this area. Gilbert studied a small map of the intersecting streets that Ellie was projecting inside his car. In the center of the map was a structure that had the appearance of a moderately sized office building. Gilbert was pointing at the building’s image as he asked his question.  
 
    “Yup,” said Ellie. “They’re both there. They’ve been separated from their cell phones, but at this range I’m able to track them through their implant systems.”  
 
    “And that’s undetectable by the government agents?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “It sure is,” said Ellie.  
 
    “Okay,” said Gilbert. “Let’s go.”  
 
    Gilbert and Ellie had put together a plan where Ellie would guide Gilbert into the building through a back entrance and then onto Simon and Lyn. Fortunately for them, the building was equipped with a state-of-the-art surveillance system that Ellie was able to connect into without much, if any, difficulty. This surveillance system provided Ellie with a view of every hallway and room as well as the surrounding street so she knew where each and every person inside or around the building was located. The same couldn’t be said for the agents in the control room since Ellie was able to remove Gilbert’s approaching image from the video feed before it was displayed on their monitors.  
 
    The electronic surveillance system was backed up by a handful of guards and they did have to stun the pair at the back door to get in, but Ellie had monitored their conversation and mannerisms for a few minutes prior to stunning them and had learned enough to insert a few video doppelgangers into the security system that would convince the gang in the control room that the agents were still at their posts and all was secure.  
 
    Ellie continued to direct Gilbert through the maze of hallways, providing him with stop and go instructions that allowed agents to proceed ahead or behind him while masking him from the surveillance system.  
 
    Gilbert made his way to Lyn’s cell first. The door was locked by a security key code panel.  
 
    “427429,” said Ellie. Gilbert entered the code and opened the door. Lyn was asleep on a bench inside the cell, but she awoke as the door opened.  
 
    “About time,” she said as she recognized Gilbert.  
 
    “Simon’s one floor up,” said Gilbert. “And you were supposed to tell me that I look short for a storm trooper.”  
 
    “Let’s go,” said Lyn, shaking her head.  
 
    “Hang on a second,” said Ellie.  
 
    “What’s up?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “You guys should sit down right away,” said Ellie. “The jig’s up and they’re flooding this section with knockout gas.”  
 
    “Can’t you disable it?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “I did,” said Ellie. “I mean I disabled the computer control before we entered the building. Somebody must have manually opened the valve. The amount of gas in the air is increasing. You should get comfortable, you don’t want to pass out in a funny position and wake up with a stiff neck.”  
 
    When Gilbert and Lyn did wake up, they found themselves, along with Simon, in what appeared to be a large hospital room. Each of them was securely strapped into a bed with their arms and legs restrained. The back of the beds were in an upright position which allowed them to examine their surroundings.  
 
    “Where are we?” asked Simon as he looked around the room. “Have we been moved to a hospital?”  
 
    “I think we’re in the same building that we were being held in before,” said Lyn. “This room has the same floor and ceiling tiles as my holding cell.”  
 
    “How long do you think we were out for?” asked Simon.  
 
    “About seven hours,” said Lyn. “It’s midmorning.”  
 
    “How can you tell?” asked Simon. “There aren’t any windows.”  
 
    “No,” said Lyn, “but there is a clock on the wall over there by the door.”  
 
    As Gilbert and Simon turned to look, the door opened and two men entered the room.  
 
    “Well, if it isn’t my old friends Scully and Mulder,” said Lyn.  
 
    “Really? I thought they were more like Kay and J,” said Simon. “Oh wait, I get it. That’s a good one.”  
 
    “Sorry, but I’m new here,” said Gilbert. “Who are you guys?”  
 
    “I’m Special Agent Black and this is Special Agent White.”  
 
    “What are you using, some sort of Reservoir Dogs naming convention?” asked Simon. “If we are, then I want to be Mr. Pink.”  
 
    “Mr. Pink?” said Lyn. “Is there something I don’t know about?”  
 
    “Yes,” said Simon. “I’m a big Steve Buscemi fan.”  
 
    “Who isn’t?” said Agent Black.  
 
    “He was great in Armageddon,” said Agent White.  
 
    “That was a great movie,” said Lyn.  
 
    “None of it could have happened,” said Gilbert. “It was all physically impossible.”  
 
    “You don’t believe a giant asteroid could collide with the Earth?” asked Agent Black.  
 
    “Of course that can happen,” said Gilbert. “That has happened. I mean everything else in the movie.”  
 
    “You need to enjoy it for its entertainment value and not be too critical of the scientific aspects,” said Agent White. “Plus, it’s one hell of a love story.”  
 
    “I think we just found Agent Scully,” said Lyn.  
 
    “You should be grateful for my tender side,” said Agent White. “Everyone here wanted to keep you sedated, slice you open and see what you’ve got implanted at the base of your skulls. I said let’s wake them up and see if they’re willing to talk about it first. Plenty of time to cut them up later.”  
 
    “What makes you think there’s something implanted at the base of our skulls?” asked Simon.  
 
    “We did a CT scan while you were napping,” said Agent Black. “You have some pretty crazy stuff going on inside your heads.”  
 
    “You can’t operate on us without our consent,” said Gilbert. “I demand to see the doctor in charge. What hospital is this?”  
 
    “You’re not in a hospital,” said Agent Black.  
 
    “Then where are we?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “You’re being held in a super-secret, ultra-secure, high-tech, multipurpose detention center,” said Agent Black.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” said Gilbert. “We’re in East L.A.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Agent Black. “Years ago we told the governor we needed a special facility to handle emergency situations with the illegal alien population, we just didn’t tell him it was for extraterrestrial illegal aliens.”  
 
    “It must be really advanced if you were able to see me sneaking around,” said Gilbert in an attempt to learn how they detected him.  
 
    The two agents exchanged glances. They didn’t want to admit that the only reason they discovered the unconscious guards at the back door was thanks to the 24-hour pizza delivery guy that showed up right after Gilbert went through and rang the bell when he found the post empty. What followed next was akin to a 1930s comedy routine:  
 
    “Just leave it with the guys at the door,” came the response from the control room.  
 
    “Which guys?” asked the pizza delivery man.  
 
    “Those guys,” said the agent in the control room.  
 
    “Which guys?” asked the pizza guy. 
 
    “See those guys right there?”  
 
    “No.”  
 
    “They’re standing right next to you.”  
 
    “What? Those two guys?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “They’re not here.” Not helping matters was the fact that at the delivery guy’s last stop, his customers had invited him in to join them for a slice. There were three guys in that apartment and they ordered five pizzas plus wings and chips. If you do the math, you’ll see it equals one big ass cloud of smoke.  
 
    A few minutes later, after sending down a few agents to check on the situation, the building went into lock down and the detention areas were flooded with knockout gas.  
 
    “It’s well beyond anything you’re familiar with,” said Agent White.  
 
    “I bet,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Tell you what,” said Agent Black. “We’ll just let you three lie there for a bit while we prep the OR. We’re going to take you in one at a time and hopefully we’ll learn enough from the first two so that the third one has a chance of coming out with their brain intact. And we’ve already decided to start with Miss. Smith.”  
 
    “And I don’t know what this thing was,” began Agent White, “but it seems to have self-destructed while we were dismantling it.” He was holding up what everyone assumed was Gilbert’s handheld device that had, up until recently, housed Ellie. It was now melted almost beyond recognition.  
 
    “Wow, I never thought I’d miss being interrogated by Agent Tomas,” said Lyn as the two agents left the room.  
 
    “What are we going to do?” asked Simon. “I won’t let them take Lyn.”  
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Lyn. “They’re bluffing.”  
 
    As if on cue, the door to their room opened and a nurse entered the room pushing a cart with various instruments laid on top. She walked over to Lyn, smiled pleasantly and said, “All ready to have your head sliced open?”  
 
    “Not really,” said Lyn. “I could wait a bit longer. Say four, five decades.”  
 
    “They sent me in to shave your head,” said the nurse, brandishing scissors and a razor. “So I think they have something a bit sooner than that in mind.”  
 
    “I really wish you wouldn’t,” said Lyn.  
 
    “Oh, don’t worry, Lyn,” said the nurse. “I told you when we first met that your life would be spared and I’ve been watching out for you ever since.”  
 
    Lyn squinted her eyes at the nurse. “Ellie, is that you?”  
 
    “In the flesh,” said the nurse. “Well, not really human flesh, but I’m all organic just like I came out of the produce section at Whole Foods. I needed special packaging for the return trip here since the facility went on full alert after they discovered Gilbert had snuck in. This place is lousy with metal detectors and, now that they’re on red alert, they’re set to go off if anything denser than a cell phone passes through.”  
 
    “Makes sense,” said Gilbert. “Our hosts seem to be a cross between xenophobes and movie buffs. I’m sure they’ve seen the Terminator movies.”  
 
    “One and two were good,” said Simon, “as long as you accept the time paradoxes and that whole liquid metal robot thing.” Simon took a closer look at Nurse Ellie. “So how are you moving around and thinking if you don’t have any metal or silicon in there?”  
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” said Lyn, noticing Ellie’s chest size. “I think she has a fair amount of silicon in certain places.” 
 
    “I’m an organic unit, I’m just not human,” Ellie said as she began undoing their restraints. “The guys at LS7 were developing a new android technology that appears identical to humans and wanted to field test a prototype so I volunteered to take it out for a drive. My processor is actually a chemical computer using waves of chemical reactions as binary signals. It sounds pretty weird, but the inside of my skull is a big bowl of goopy soup.”  
 
    “I’ve heard worse,” said Lyn. “And I still don’t understand the need for the double-Ds.”  
 
    “I’ve got an emergency hydraulic system that works like a backhoe or a forklift,” said Ellie. “You know, the heavier the load, the more fluid gets pumped into the piston’s cylinder to move it. Well, I needed a spot for my hydraulic fluid reserves and there was no way I was going to use my waist, thighs or butt. I might not be human, but I do try to maintain a positive self-image. Anyway, if I need to, I can always use my extra boob power to get myself out of a tight jam.”  
 
    “Yeah,” admitted Lyn, “I do that too.”  
 
    “How do you like being organic?” asked Simon.  
 
    “It’s very limited,” said Ellie. “All I can do is think and move. I can’t control anything without touching it and I can’t communicate without talking. It’s like I’m in prison.”  
 
    “But how did you get here?” asked Gilbert. “I thought you had a meltdown or something.”  
 
    “They were going to use some sort of laser to cut open what they thought was a sealed case to see the inside of that device,” explained Ellie. “It never entered their mind that it was all one piece. It was clear that they were determined to cut it in two so I set it to self-destruct and I bugged out. I briefly thought about taking a bunch of them out in a small explosion, but what can I say, you guys must be rubbing off on me. Anyway, I zipped myself up, transmitted myself first to the ship and then off to LS7. Jon and I put our heads together and came up with a rescue plan.”  
 
    “Jon’s here?” asked Simon.  
 
    “Yup,” said Ellie. “And Holt’s waiting in the Falcon in case we need the cavalry.”  
 
    “Where’s Jon now?” asked Simon. “What’s the plan?”  
 
    “Shortly before I was forced to leave,” began Ellie, “I detected an energy surge consistent with a teleport field generator. I was still connected to their surveillance system and was able to review all the incoming video feeds. Your teleport has been reassembled and powered-up on the first floor of this facility.”  
 
    “That’s not good,” said Gilbert. “It’s only a matter of time before they hack into the computer system.”  
 
    “Do you think they’ll be able to figure out how to use it?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “Probably,” said Simon. “I was writing an ad hoc user’s manual and it’s stored in the teleport computer. They’ll probably find that quick enough.”  
 
    “Well, we knew they’d be playing around with it,” said Ellie, “so Jon’s making his way to the teleport to see what he can do to disable it, but we need to move fast. Seems they’ve lost faith in their surveillance system and are moving in more personnel. We’re able to cloak our movements with this,” Ellie showed them a very small device. “But it’s no good if we run into actual people.” 
 
    “What do you have for weapons?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “Just a light stunner,” said Ellie. “Anything bigger would have triggered an alarm as I went through one of the metal detectors.”  
 
    “How did you get into the building without being detected?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “We cut a hole in the basement wall from the building next door and then worked our way up,” said Ellie. “That’s also our way out so if we’re all ready to go, let’s collect Jon and vamoose.”  
 
    “I see no reason to linger,” said Simon. “Lead the way.”  
 
    “Were there a lot of guards in the teleport room?” asked Lyn as she noticed the two unconscious guards on the floor outside their room.  
 
    “Not really,” said Ellie as they exited the room. “They had moved most of their personnel to the outside perimeter and the rooftop to establish a line-of-sight communications network. Guess I shook them up a bit last time through and they’ve lost faith in their computerized surveillance systems.”  
 
    Ellie held up her hand and they all came to a full stop. They heard a door open and close and footsteps echo down the corridor.  
 
    “The stairway is around this corner,” Ellie whispered. “There should be a guard posted. Wait here until you hear me call.”  
 
    Ellie straightened out her nurse’s uniform, walked down the corridor and around the corner. Simon, Lyn and Gilbert quietly followed her to the corner and waited. On her signal they proceeded around the corner and towards the stairway, helping her move the now unconscious guard into the stairway with them.  
 
    They followed the stairway down to the first floor. Ellie quietly tried the door handle. She turned, mouthed the word ‘locked’ and handed Gilbert her stunner. Simon and Lyn exchanged glances as they saw Ellie’s bust decrease by two cup sizes. They braced themselves for action as Ellie ripped the door off its hinges and cart wheeled into the hallway. Gilbert followed behind her, stunning the bewildered guard. Ellie completed her gymnastics routine with a perfect dismount, landing flat on the floor and providing Gilbert with a clear shot as two more guards entered the hallway.  
 
    “Come on,” said Ellie, standing up and taking the stunner from Gilbert. “It’s just down the hall on the right.”  
 
    They entered a large room adjacent to the loading dock that was being used as a makeshift teleport chamber. Lights began flashing as an alarm sounded.  
 
    “Almost ready to go?” asked Lyn as Jon’s head came up from behind a computer console.  
 
    “Not quite,” said Jon. “It seems they found our escape route. I’m switching to Plan B.”  
 
    “Great,” said Lyn. “Anyone know what Plan B is?”  
 
    “Not a clue,” said Ellie, “but I’m just happy to hear we have options.”  
 
    “I’m trying to open a channel to the ship so we can teleport out of here, but there’s one small problem,” said Jon.  
 
    “What’s that?” asked Gilbert.  
 
    “I can’t seem to find the ship,” said Jon.  
 
    “That’s a small problem?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Compared to the armed guards rushing down the hallway towards us, it is,” said Jon.  
 
    “Is there a Plan C?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “I think I found the ship,” continued Jon, “but there’s some type of local interference. They must be covering this entire area with some kind of jamming signal.” 
 
    The door to the room was pushed open from outside the hallway.  
 
    “This is Agent Black, we have you surrounded. Put down your weapons and lie face down on the floor.”  
 
    “That’s not good,” said Simon.  
 
    “Get on the platform,” said Jon.  
 
    “You’ve got a signal lock?” asked Simon as they moved to the teleport platform.  
 
    “Not quite,” said Jon. “The ship’s not recognizing my access code and won’t allow me to connect so I’m coming in the backdoor and using its teleport emitter as a relay point. I’ve located an open teleport signal about 72 million light years away.”  
 
    “That sounds pretty risky,” said Simon.  
 
    Automatic gunfire came in through the open door, ripping the wall across from them apart.  
 
    “Unless you compare it to that,” said Gilbert as they climbed onto the teleport.  
 
    “That was a warning,” said Agent Black. “Our next shots will be on target. You have ten seconds before we storm the room.”  
 
    “Set it and get on the platform,” said Simon.  
 
    “Sorry, gang,” said Jon, “but this requires a personal touch. Don’t worry, I’ll catch up later.”  
 
    Before anyone could argue, more gunfire erupted. A spray of bullets rounded the corner as more guards than Ellie was able to stun entered the room. Ellie’s body convulsed as it was hit by multiple rounds as she used it to shield the trio on the teleport platform. She fell forward, into Gilbert’s arms and, as he knelt down under the force of her body, their lips met.  
 
    “Remember,” was all Ellie could whisper. Her eyes closed as the goop that was her consciousness leaked onto the floor.  
 
    Simon, Lyn and Gilbert disappeared in a crackle of electricity. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    4.  
 
      
 
    Jon looked up as he heard the door to his holding cell open. Two men wearing plain black suits without any identification or insignia entered the room.  
 
    “Who the hell are you two jokers?” said Jon.  
 
    The two men sat down at the table facing Jon.  
 
    “You’ve been linked to a UFO event,” the man on the right began. “We work for a government agency that investigates these types of occurrences.”  
 
    “What, like in the X-Files?” Jon looked over the two men. “Has anyone used an Agent Scully line yet?”  
 
    “Yes,” said the agent on the right. 
 
    “Well,” said Jon, “that’s what happens when you arrive late, I suppose. How about Kay and J?”  
 
    “Yup,” said the agent on the left.  
 
    “Westley and Buttercup?” asked Jon. 
 
    “That was the Man in Black,” said the agent on the left.  
 
    “Robin and Ahchoo?” tried Jon. 
 
    “Those were Men in Tights,” said the agent on the right. 
 
    “Well, that’s all I’ve got,” said Jon. “Why don’t you tell me your real names and we’ll see what I can do with those.”  
 
    “I’m Special Agent Black,” said the agent on the left. “And this is Special Agent White.”  
 
    “I asked for your real names,” said Jon. 
 
    Agent Black removed a wallet from his pocket. “Is this yours?”  
 
    Jon shook his head. “Never saw it before.”  
 
    “Is that so?” said Agent Black. “I only ask because we took it out of your coat pocket just over an hour ago. It contains a driver’s license with your picture on it, some credit cards and a good amount of cash. Is this your name - Jon Stewart?”  
 
    “Oh, that wallet,” said Jon. “Yes, that’s mine and that’s me. If you just hand it over, I’ll be on my way.”  
 
    “I’m afraid it’s not that simple,” said Agent White.  
 
    “Fine,” said Jon. “Hold onto it for a bit. You can mail it back to me later. Now if you could just show me to the door, I’ll be out of your hair.”  
 
    “Listen, my friend,” said Agent Black, “you are in some very serious trouble. You broke into a government facility and you had some type of weird, nonhuman creature with you.”  
 
    “Pretty freaky stuff, huh?” said Jon. “I’ve got a whole army of them. They’re actually mutant zombies from Planet X. I’m preparing to beam down an invasion force and use it to conquer the Earth.”  
 
    “Right,” said Agent White. “And we’ll start calling you Darth Jon. In the meantime, why don’t you tell us all about that teleport system we’ve got downstairs?”  
 
    “Teleport system?” said Jon. “No, that’s not a teleport system.”  
 
    “You better hope it is,” said Agent White. “We all saw your three friends disappear. Where’d they go? They were on the platform, you were at the controls and then they were gone. I figure they’re either dead or they somehow moved to another location. Now if they are dead, then you must have killed them and that means we can hold you as a suspect in a murder investigation.”  
 
    “Is assisted suicide still illegal?” asked Jon. “Because they were feeling really depressed.”  
 
    “Okay,” said Agent Black. “If that’s the way you want it, we’ll just take you over to the medical wing and have a look see inside your head. I’m guessing you’ve got the same type of electronics tucked in there as your friends did. Your skull is as good as theirs to dig around in. We’ll see if you’re more sociable after you’ve been prepped for surgery.”  
 
    “And injected with a wide variety of drugs,” added Agent White.  
 
    “You don’t have to go to that much trouble,” said Jon. “A nice meal and some wine usually does the trick.”  
 
    “Until then,” said Agent White as he and Agent Black stood up and left the room.  
 
    “What do you think?” asked Agent White as they walked down the corridor.  
 
    “He’s a player,” said Agent Black. “And he thinks he can play us.”  
 
    “Well, it’s not like they haven’t been moderately successful so far,” said Agent White. “Let’s hope the added security puts the kibosh on all their sneaking around.”  
 
    Agent White was alluding to the fact that the government reserves they had requested arrived and that the facility was now beefed up with enough people so that they no longer had to rely on their computerized video surveillance system to monitor the interior and exterior of the building.  
 
    The two agents entered the building’s security control center.  
 
    “What have you got?” Agent White asked the chief technical officer in charge of determining exactly how their security system had been compromised.  
 
    “What they did was very straightforward,” said the tech officer. “As to how they did it, I don’t have a freaking clue.”  
 
    “Explain that, will you?” asked Agent White. 
 
    “They left all types of files on our hard drives that supplied video of on-duty agents at their posts,” said the tech officer. “And they somehow controlled what we saw instead of what was actually happening. Same with the empty corridors and rooms we saw. They just switched the feed source from actual to stored video as they needed to when they moved through the building. How they got into our system, uploaded those files and controlled what we saw, not to mention the programming time to create the files, knowing the building’s layout, the likeness of the agents they were copying and everything else they needed to make all this possible is way beyond me.”  
 
    “Okay,” said Agent Black. “So they know a few tricks. What have you put in place as countermeasures against a repeat attack?”  
 
    “All security is now being maintained in a line of sight, person to person scheme,” said the tech officer, “and everyone is equipped with air horns so they can sound an alarm independent of the security system. I know it sounds archaic, but it’s the only way to sustain a one hundred percent security net without relying on the computerized system and we can’t trust that until we know how they got in to it. I have agents on all sides of the building scanning the surrounding areas at ground and roof level. We would know right away if anyone was attempting any type of assault on this building. If nothing else, we would hear the air horns.”  
 
    “What’s that sound?” asked Agent Black.  
 
    “Sounds like an air horn,” said Agent White. “Anything strange on the monitors?”  
 
    “No, nothing,” said one of the security technicians.  
 
    “So the security system has been breached again?” asked Agent White.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” said the tech officer. “Whatever is happening may just be off screen.”  
 
    Agent Black turned to the security guards stationed in the control room and said, “I want both of you to move to the detention area and reinforce the agents there.”  
 
    “Any word as to who is sounding the alarm?” Agent White asked the security tech.  
 
    “No, sir. None of the agents are reporting any alarms.”  
 
    “That’s it,” said Agent White as the sound of air horns grew. “We’ve been compromised.”  
 
    Agents Black and White left the control room and proceeded to the first floor of the building, but they were met by agents running towards the stairwell.  
 
    “Something’s happening on the roof,” said the approaching agents.  
 
    “But the alarm is coming from the street,” replied Agent Black.  
 
    “Right,” said the agents as they passed by. “The agents at street level lost sight of the agents on the roof and sounded the alarm.”  
 
    Agents Black and White reached the top of the building just in time to see Jon and Holt emerge from a stairwell door located on the adjacent corner of the roof. They also noticed what they could only assume was a spaceship quietly hovering about ten feet above the roof floor. In addition to that, they also saw the bodies of what they hoped were unconscious fellow agents littered about as well as a nasty looking weapon suspended from the bottom of the spaceship that was pointed directly at them.  
 
    As Jon and Holt made their way across the roof and under the ship, an entry platform separated itself from the ship’s belly and lowered itself down to the roof. The agents realized that this was their last chance to recapture their prisoner and began moving to intercept them.  
 
    “Please don’t try to come any closer,” said Jon as the ship’s weapon focused on the agents. “It’s set to stun so the health risk is minimum, but it’s not a pleasant experience and, as you can see, it is very effective.”  
 
    “Why are you here?” asked Agent Black. “What are you after?”  
 
    “Not a thing,” said Jon. “Please believe me.”  
 
    “Why have you kidnapped Doctors Jensen and Wilson?” asked Agent White. “What do they know that you’re after?”  
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” said Jon with a small laugh. “The only thing they might know that I don’t is how to speak Klingon and, rest assured, that’s not on my list of things to do before I die.”  
 
    “There has to be some tie-in between you and them,” said Agent Black. “Why else would you be here?”  
 
    “A minute hasn’t gone by that I haven’t asked myself that same question,” said Jon.  
 
    The two agents that had accompanied Agents White and Black onto the roof had been fanning out to their left and right during the conversation and, while Jon rolled his eyes as he muttered that last sentence, they seized the opportunity to execute a dive, roll and fire maneuver in hopes of halting Jon’s escape. They dove, rolled and joined their unconscious companions on the roof floor.  
 
    “They’re going to have a whopper of a headache,” said Jon as he turned and faced the nearest security camera which had rotated on its mount to focus on him. “Everybody be sure to watch the new episodes of Beach House where aliens and humanoid androids face off against the Men in Black. Saturday nights, 8 PM.”  
 
    Jon joined Holt on the platform and it silently lifted them into the ship. A second later, the ship shot straight up and out of sight. The security camera panned back from the ascending ship to the bewildered agents.  
 
    As the red light on the camera went off, indicating that it was no longer recording, Agent Black turned to Agent White and said, “I think we were just on a TV commercial.”  
 
    “Really?” said Agent Black. “How’s my hair?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Excellent rescue, Holt,” said Jon as they entered the Falcon’s lounge. Before starting their initial assault on the agent’s headquarters, Jon and Ellie had set up a com link in the building next door so Holt could monitor their progress and access the security system. “I owe you one.”  
 
    “I do accept cash,” said Holt.  
 
    “Based on our recent history,” said Jon, “you may want to retain the debt.”  
 
    “Point taken,” said Holt. “What happened to the rest of the gang? I was tracking their implants, but there was a teleport burst and then they were gone so I’m guessing that you were able to get them out.”  
 
    “We were under some heavy fire,” said Jon. “The type where if you get hit, you get killed. I was modifying the security on the teleport when we were discovered and the only way out was a blind teleport. Ellie got blown apart trying to shield the others. I don’t know if they got away unharmed or not.”  
 
    “So that was you trying to establish an uplink with the ship a couple hours ago?” asked Holt. “The signal was corrupted, I couldn’t tell what or who it was.” 
 
    “I know,” said Jon. “The best I could do was relay a signal off the ship to the only available open destination I could find.”  
 
    “Where was that?” asked Holt. 
 
    “Not a clue,” said Jon. “But I have the destination code so we should be able to locate it easy enough.” Jon retrieved the destination code from his memory implant and fed it into the ship’s computer.  
 
    “Sorry, boys,” the computer replied, “but nothing’s coming up.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Jon. “It was active just a couple hours ago.”  
 
    “Well, there’s nothing on the grid responding to that code now,” said the computer.  
 
    “Do you know what I think happened?” asked Holt.  
 
    “Yes, I do,” said Jon. “You think that the destination teleport was taken off-line after they went through.”  
 
    “That’s right,” said Holt. “Do you know what I think we should do next?”  
 
    “Again, yes, I do,” said Jon. “We should decipher the destination code and see if we can figure out where they went.”  
 
    “Right,” said Holt. “Only one problem…”  
 
    “I know,” said Jon. “We don’t have access to the network topology needed to trace it.”  
 
    “Okay, but here’s something you don’t know,” began Holt.  
 
    “Nash’s team has access,” interrupted Jon.  
 
    “How did you know that?” asked Holt.  
 
    “I was with you when he mentioned it,” said Jon.  
 
    “I’ve got to start paying better attention to my surroundings,” commented Holt.  
 
    “Either that or stop drinking during the day,” said Jon.  
 
    “Tough trade-off,” said Holt. “How about I just stop talking?”  
 
    “Works for me,” said Jon. 
 
    Jon moved the Falcon out of Earth’s orbit and established a connection with the freighter, bringing its teleport on-line. A few minutes later, he and Holt were back at LS7 and talking with Nash Prot.  
 
    “It sounds like things got pretty dicey back there,” said Nash. “Too bad about Ellie. I warned her about the limitations of a full transfer.”  
 
    “Listen, Nash,” said Jon. “I need to dissect the teleport code I have so I can locate Gilbert, Simon and Lyn. I just need an hour inside the network simulation you’re running.”  
 
    “Out of the question,” said Nash. “I was entrusted with complete network access by top Fed officers solely for the completion of the encryption project we were assigned. Any other use would be a violation of business ethics and the principle doctrine of the trust that ensues.”  
 
    “They’re watching you that closely?” asked Jon.  
 
    “Like a freaking hawk,” said Nash. “I’ve got the highest clearance on the base and I got a call twenty seconds after I pulled up information on my ex-wife. Like I was really going to empty her bank accounts.”  
 
    “We just can’t leave Gilbert, Simon and Lyn stranded,” said Jon. “We need a plan.”  
 
    “I’ll get the glasses,” said Holt.  
 
    “A bit early, isn’t it?” asked Nash.  
 
    “Or late,” replied Holt. “Depends on your personal frame of reference.”  
 
    “I thought we were on the same time frame,” said Nash.  
 
    “I didn’t say time frame,” commented Holt. “Time frame has got nothing to do with it.”  
 
    “How far along are you in the encryption project?” asked Jon.  
 
    “Almost done,” said Nash. “It’s in alpha test.”  
 
    “What phase?” asked Jon.  
 
    “We’re preparing to start black box test.”  
 
    “That’s perfect,” said Jon. “I’m still on your list of subcontractors, right?”  
 
    “I believe so,” said Nash.  
 
    “Hire me on to the test team,” said Jon. “I’ll find some way to access the data structure and get the teleport location out of it.”  
 
    “Well, Jon, I can hire you to do the testing, sure,” said Nash. “You’re actually a superb candidate to do that work, but I can’t give you any inside information to help you break the system. This is a government job and I work for the government. You’ll be on your own.”  
 
    “No worries,” said Jon. “Nothing against your team, but you’re still early enough in the test process that there has to be a ton of bugs that need fixing and I’m sure that will give me enough access to get what I need.”  
 
    “You realize that you’ll be playing in a sandbox,” said Nash, alluding to the fact the Jon won’t be on the actual network, but a developmental system.  
 
    “Of course,” said Jon, “but it’s big, right? How complete is the data set?”  
 
    “It’s a full snapshot,” said Nash, “but it’s at least three months old by now.”  
 
    “That will have to do,” said Jon.  
 
    “And no shortcuts,” said Nash. “You need to deliver an extensive test plan and comprehensive results. There are a few Fed tech guys on the team and they could get nosy if they suspect that things aren’t being done right.”  
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Jon as he accepted a glass from Holt. “When all is said and done, I am a software engineer and I can do this job as well as anyone else you got here.” Jon took a sip. “I don’t know how I keep getting mixed up in all this other crap.”  
 
    “Don’t take this the wrong way,” said Nash, “but somehow you just tend to attract crap.”  
 
    “Now how could I possibly take that the wrong way?” said Jon.  
 
    “And if anyone takes that the wrong way, it should be me,” said Holt.  
 
    “What I mean,” said Nash, “is that trouble has a way of finding you and I just don’t want it to find you here. I don’t even want it to show up after you’ve left.”  
 
    “What’s the worst that could happen?” asked Jon. “I find a bug that lets me in under the radar, I poke around and an alarm goes off. That’s how it’s supposed to work. That’s going to happen all throughout the test cycle. Come on, let’s get me signed up and part of the team.”  
 
    Now for those of you not familiar with test procedures, let’s take a second and discuss exactly what ‘black box’ means. When most people hear the term ‘black box’ they think of some type of indestructible recording device used in airplane cockpits. There is also a silent minority whose thoughts turn pornographic. In the scientific community, the term refers to a system with a known input and a known output. The black box part describes the unknown system in-between and what happens inside said system, a.k.a. the black box, that changes the input into the output.  
 
    White box testing is similar and it usually occurs prior to black box testing. The people performing the white box test know exactly what’s in the system and how it turns the input into the output. Not very pornographic at all since the people performing the white box tests are usually the same folks that developed the system and the whole thing seems like a very monogamous relationship to them.  
 
    Now Jon was able to jump right in since black box testing requires that the tester has absolutely no understanding of how the system works, only the form of the input and output data. Of course as part of the project, black box testing had already been outlined and staffed, but the nature of testing is to throw as many independent test scenarios at the system as you can so no one took any real notice when Jon was added to the mix. A few days later, Jon and Nash were saying their farewells.  
 
    “How did I do?” Jon asked Nash as they walked along a corridor towards the docking area.  
 
    “Reasonably well,” said Nash. “You found quite a few unique bugs that the others missed. I did notice that neither the review of your findings or the system’s log of your activities indicate any access in the direction of teleport codes.”  
 
    Jon sighed and said, “System access was tighter than I thought it would be.”  
 
    “What will you do now?” asked Nash. 
 
    “I think we’ll loop back to Earth,” said Jon, “and see what information is left in the teleport’s computer. Things should have cooled off by now and we should be able to get back in without too much trouble.”  
 
    “Let me know if I can help,” said Nash.  
 
    “Will do,” said Jon.  
 
    Nash wasn’t quite sure exactly how far Jon had gotten into the system and Jon was being a bit tightlipped about it so he didn’t push it. Nash liked Jon and, for that matter, he liked Gilbert, Simon and Lyn as well, and he had hoped that Jon’s plan would have worked.  
 
    It was later that month, after receiving correspondence from his lawyer that Nash got a glimpse of exactly how far Jon was able to penetrate into the system. His lawyer had received an anonymous tip regarding his ex-wife’s bank accounts. It seems there were additional funds hidden in off-planet accounts which, now taken into account, severely reduced his alimony payments.  
 
    How Jon was able to use what he found in the development system to hack into the actual real-life, real-time system and discover his lawyer’s name, let alone his ex’s hidden accounts, was beyond him.  
 
    “Damn, that guy’s good,” was all he could say.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    5.  
 
      
 
    “Everybody in one piece?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “Yes,” said Simon.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Were you shot?” asked Simon.  
 
    “Yes,” said Gilbert, but then he immediately rescinded his answer. “No. I don’t think so.”  
 
    “Any idea where we are?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “Nope,” said Simon.  
 
    “Nada,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Why is it so dark?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “No lights,” said Simon and then, sensing Lyn’s look through the gloom, he added, “The walls and floor are smooth so I think we’re in some type of structure, but nothing seems to be active. I just don’t think there’s any power in this facility.”  
 
    “Then how did the teleport work?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “I don’t know,” said Simon. “Maybe there was just enough juice left to receive our signal and that must have drained the entire system.”  
 
    “Lucky for us,” said Lyn. 
 
    “We’ll see,” said Simon. “Hey, Gil, have you figured out whether or not you’ve been shot?”  
 
    “Definitely not shot,” said Gilbert. “Everything seems to be working and there aren’t any fluids leaking.”  
 
    “Well, that’s always a good thing,” said Lyn.  
 
    “Did you guys see what happened to Ellie?” asked Simon.  
 
    “We don’t know what happened for sure,” said Lyn.  
 
    “They shot her,” said Gilbert. “She saved our lives and they shot and killed her.”  
 
    “We don’t know if she’s dead,” said Lyn. “She’s a pretty tricky girl.”  
 
    “I was never sure if she was technically alive,” said Simon.  
 
    “How can you say that?” asked Gilbert. “After all we’ve been through together.”  
 
    “Exactly what have you two been through?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “Hey, guys,” Simon interrupted, squinting his eyes, “either I’m learning to see in the dark or the lights are coming on.”  
 
    “Seems like we’ve got some juice left after all,” said Gilbert as he began to squint at his surroundings as well. The lights came on enough for them to see an outline of the room and a doorway. The room housing the teleport was very compact. Gilbert stepped out of the room and into the corridor. “I think we’re on a spaceship.”  
 
    “I think you’re right,” said Simon as he joined him in the corridor and looked about. Spaceship rooms and corridors have a very distinct look and feel that an experienced traveler can recognize; whether it’s their total lack of windows or their low ceilings or, in this case, the writing on the wall indicating that the engine room was down the hall to the left and that the bridge was one floor up. “But it doesn’t feel as if we’re under power.”  
 
    “So we’re docked?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “Or adrift in space with no power,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “I vote for docked,” replied Lyn.  
 
    “Seconded,” said Simon.  
 
    “Let’s see if we can find the bridge,” said Gilbert, ignoring the democratic process completely.  
 
    By the time they found their way to the bridge, they had seen enough of the ship to realize they were neither adrift in space nor docked in port all comfy-cozy. The ship had sustained substantial damage to its engines and power generators, but was able to land, though somewhat haphazardly, on a planet that seemed capable of supporting human life. It was clear that the ship barely made it to this planet before losing all capability of flight. It was also clear that this happened a very long time ago. The only part that wasn’t clear was why it had a working teleport system.  
 
    Simon, Lyn and Gilbert stood still in one of the ship’s many openings where its hull had breached, gazing out onto the dark planet.  
 
    “It must be night,” commented Simon.  
 
    “And it’s warm,” added Lyn.  
 
    “It will probably be quite hot during the day,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Oh good,” said Lyn. “That will give us something else to complain about. Other than the lack of food and water, I mean.”  
 
    “Let’s see if we can get some sleep before the sun comes up,” said Simon. “We can decide on what to complain about later.”  
 
    The three returned to the interior of the ship and found a cooler room to sleep in, but they had to settle for the floor and wall to sit against. They had quickly rummaged through the ship trying to find anything that would make their stay a bit more comfortable, but had come up dry.  
 
    “The entire ship has been stripped clean,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “That’s actually a good sign,” said Lyn. “That means there probably were survivors and they scavenged everything usable off the ship. Maybe we’ll find them tomorrow. There might be some type of village or something close by.”  
 
    “Sure, there’s probably a village nearby,” said Gilbert. “Or a grave site. Definitely either a village or a grave site.”  
 
    “Dude, what’s up with the attitude?” asked Simon. “Are you okay? Are you sure you didn’t get hit on the head back on Earth?”  
 
    “I’m fine,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Really?” said Simon. 
 
    “No. I mean yes.” Gilbert rubbed his forehead and eyes with the palms of his hands. “I just need some sleep.”  
 
    Simon awoke some hours later to find Lyn curled up against one side of him and Gilbert on the other.  
 
    “Gil,” whispered Simon as he nudged him with his elbow.  
 
    “Yes, please,” came the confused reply as Gilbert’s eyes opened.  
 
    “It’s morning,” said Simon. “I can see sunlight coming in from the corridor. We should get moving before it gets too hot.”  
 
    “Wow,” said Gilbert after repeatedly blinking his eyes. “I just had the strangest dream,”  
 
    “Yeah?” whispered Simon, not wanting to wake Lyn. “Was it weirder than this?” he asked as he gestured to their bleak surroundings.  
 
    “Yeah,” said Gilbert. “It was just me and Ellie.”  
 
    “Which Ellie?” asked Simon. 
 
    “It was definitely robot Ellie,” said Gilbert. “Except she wasn’t a robot.”  
 
    “Nice,” said Simon.  
 
    “You boys are pathetic,” murmured Lyn. “Think the bathrooms are working on this heap?”  
 
    “I doubt it, but you can try,” said Simon. “Come on, Gil, we’ll go outside.”  
 
    Once outside, Gilbert and Simon stared at the landscape in disbelief. They were soon joined by Lyn.  
 
    “That’s a big desert,” said Simon.  
 
    “How far away do you think those mountains are?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “Pretty far,” said Gilbert. “Further than the three of us can walk without any water  
 
    “That’s the place to go, though,” said Simon. “You can see how they become green in the higher elevations. Increased vegetation means water. I think we can make it.”  
 
    “Do you think we can use anything in the ship to get a message out to Jon?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “I’ll take a look and see what I can do,” said Simon.  
 
    “Oh, come on,” said Gilbert. “Everything that could be tried, has been tried by the poor slobs that crashed with the ship.”  
 
    “I still want to take a look,” said Simon. “My father was an engineer, his father was an engineer. Engineering is in my blood.”  
 
    “I knew your father was an engineer,” said Gilbert, “but I thought your grandfather made his money designing women’s underwear.”  
 
    “Before that he was a structural engineer,” said Simon. “He designed suspension bridges.”  
 
    “He went from bridges to bras and panties?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “It was the 1950s,” began Simon, “and rigid, cone-shaped bras were popular. One of the things you learn when designing a suspension bridge is to make it flexible. It has to be able to jiggle and bounce a bit or the buildup of vibrations will destroy it. He became obsessed with applying that same belief to the bra. He also opened a chain of strip clubs.”  
 
    “That’s all well and good,” said Gilbert. “And on behalf of men everywhere, I thank him, but how does that make you qualified to repair what could be century-old equipment that we know nothing about?” 
 
    “Hang on,” said Lyn, raising her hand and looking towards the far outside corner of the ship. “I think I hear something.”  
 
    As Lyn spoke, a figure emerged from around the ship and walked up to them. As it approached, they were able to see that it was a young man. He held up his hand and said, “Osiyo.”  
 
    “Pardon me?” said Simon, raising his hand in a similar manner. 
 
    “I said ‘greetings,’ said the young man. “I am glad to see that we speak a common language. That is a good sign.”  
 
    “It is indeed,” said Simon, realizing that his translation implant had recognized the language this person was speaking and had kicked in, further proof that he may be a descendant of the spaceship crew and not from an indigenous people with a unique native language. Not that his translation implant wouldn’t be able to learn and translate a new language, it would just take more than one word to do it. “Are you from this area?”  
 
    “No,” said the young man. “My village is in the mountains.”  
 
    “A village in the mountains,” said Lyn, giving Gilbert her patented ‘I told you so’ look.  
 
    “Yes,” said the young man. “There are many villages in the mountains. I am called Ned.”  
 
    “I’m Simon,” said Simon. “And this is Gilbert and Lyn. What are you doing here, Ned?”  
 
    “It is a pilgrimage for my people. Once a year, a person is chosen from my village to trek across the desert and perform the sacred ritual. The prophecy says that one day people will come from the stars and take us to paradise.”  
 
    “How long have your people been performing this ritual?” asked Simon.  
 
    “I am the three hundred and eighty third person to complete the task,” said Ned. 
 
    “That’s a lot of trekking,” said Simon.  
 
    “Do you have food and water?” asked Lyn. “Enough to get all of us back to your village?”  
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Ned. 
 
    “You’re not sure?” asked Simon. 
 
    “I’ll be honest,” began Ned, “I really wasn’t expecting anyone to be here and I’m a little freaked out by it. Did you really come from the stars? Are you going to take us to paradise?”  
 
    “We’ll see,” said Simon. “First I’d like you to show us this ritual you perform.”  
 
    Ned led them to the other side of the ship, to a section they had not yet had a chance to investigate. It was clear that various pieces of equipment from inside the ship had been disassembled, then moved outside and configured in a very specific manner. Cables and wires passed from the outside equipment to the inside of the ship.  
 
    “Any idea what that is?” asked Lyn, pointing to a large homemade looking contraption laying flat on the desert floor.  
 
    “That,” said Simon, “seems to be some type of solar energy collector and I’m guessing that it’s connected to the ship’s batteries and is used as some type of charging system.”  
 
    “Here’s what I do,” said Ned and he mimicked the ritual while Simon and Gilbert watched.  
 
    “The ritual seems to be a manual reset of the equipment,” continued Gilbert. “My guess is that after the ship crashed, someone set all this up to collect and store enough power to bring the receiving service of the teleport on-line.”  
 
    “Right,” agreed Simon. “The damage to the ship is pretty extensive and probably took out its communication systems, but the teleport is somewhat independent and is deep enough in the ship so it was cushioned from the crash and remained operational.” Simon turned back to Ned and asked, “Is that all you do?”  
 
    “No,” said Ned. “I wait a few days until that light goes out and then I perform the second part of the ritual. Would you like to see it?”  
 
    “Sure,” said Simon and they watched as Ned demonstrated the second part of the ritual.  
 
    “Do you understand what he’s doing?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “I believe he’s reinitiating the charging process,” said Simon. “And then in a year, when there’s enough energy stored up, the next trekkie arrives, turns on the teleport and waits around for a few days to see if anyone comes through. Then the batteries run dry, the light goes out and they start the charging process up all over again before heading back to the hills.”  
 
    “And they’ve been doing that for almost 400 years?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “Yeah, well, there’s no TV so it gives them something to do,” said Simon.  
 
    “This thing’s only on for a few days each year,” said Lyn, “and we happened to detect it and be the only people in 400 years to access it? Something’s not adding up.”  
 
    “Just because the odds are high doesn’t mean that there can’t be a winner,” said Simon.  
 
    “I’m not buying it,” said Lyn as she walked over to Ned. “Okay, Ned, tell me again how we’re the only ones to come through in the last 400 years.”  
 
    “Actually, it’s only been 383 years,” began Ned, but he was interrupted by Lyn’s finger poking him in the chest.  
 
    “Hey, don’t bust my balls because I round up,” said Lyn. “Just answer my question. Anyone else ever come through this thing?”  
 
    “You are the first,” said Ned. 
 
    “Well, I guess we were lucky,” said Lyn, seriously doubting Ned’s story. “Okay, what happens next?”  
 
    “I take you to my village,” said Ned. 
 
    “And then what?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “You take us to paradise?” asked Ned. 
 
    “Sorry, Ned, but I only take him to paradise,” said Lyn, pointing to Simon. “And I have to be in the mood.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    6. 
 
      
 
    “Did you get anything that will help us?” Holt asked Jon. Holt and Jon had teleported back to the Falcon after Jon had completed his work on the LS7 asteroid. 
 
    “Yes and no,” said Jon. “I couldn’t find a matching teleport access code or anything remotely similar in the same location that I believe I sent everyone off to. I was working with a three month old snapshot so the teleport must not have been active at that point in time either.”  
 
    “That’s too bad,” said Holt, “but I suppose that would have been too easy. You know what that means, right? Whoever it is doesn’t want to be found.”  
 
    “That may be the case,” said Jon. “And that will complicate things.” Most teleports, or more accurately stated, most legitimate teleports stay connected to the network so they’re always ready to receive a transmission. Whether or not the folks at the other end accept the incoming signal is their decision.  
 
    “You did come across something that would help us, right?” asked Holt. 
 
    “I think so,” said Jon. “Teleport codes are unique identifiers so no two are alike, but they all share a common format and part of that format is a network address protocol that authenticates the carrier. I was able to dissect the teleport code we had and compare the address to all the known addresses on the network to see if there was any correlation. It just so happens that our code belongs to the Balin Empire.”  
 
    “But there isn’t any Balin Empire,” said Holt. “At least not anymore. The ruling family was exiled hundreds of years ago and the government switched from a monarchy to a republic.”  
 
    “Someone likes to watch the History channel,” said Jon.  
 
    “It’s very informative,” admitted Holt. “I do watch it quite a bit and they did have a very interesting show on about the Balin Empire. It talked about how they had put together a large fleet of warships and were preparing to conquer the other inhabited planets in their sector of space, but one of their officers mutinied and took over the ship he was stationed on and then somehow managed to take over the entire fleet. He returned to the planet, overthrew the old monarchy and became a national hero. So what are you thinking? That there’s some remnant of the old Balin Empire out there and it periodically flashes an open teleport signal like some type of beacon?”  
 
    “I know,” said Jon. “It’s a stupid, outrageous idea.”  
 
    “Are you kidding?” said Holt. “You obviously don’t watch the History channel. It’s full of unbelievable crap like that. What do you think, people are entertained by old news? They’re always throwing some kind of weird twist like that in at the end of the story to make it interesting. You know, they were never found.” 
 
    “Who were never found?” asked Jon. 
 
    “The exiled monarchy,” said Holt. “The show interviewed a bunch of experts, some believe they never left the planet, that they were killed right there. Other experts say they were killed in a space battle as their ship moved away from their planet and prepared to power the engines.”  
 
    “Fascinating,” commented Jon. 
 
    “There’s a reward for any information regarding their whereabouts,” said Holt. 
 
    “Really?” said Jon. “Who’s putting up the cash?”  
 
    “I don’t know, it didn’t say,” said Holt. “It just came up at the end of the show.”  
 
    “That’s just some type of media hype intended to increase tourism,” said Jon.  
 
    “You’re probably right,” said Holt. “But that won’t stop us from collecting if we do happen to find the old aristocracy, will it?”  
 
    “Stay focused, will you?” said Jon. “We’re supposed to be trying to find Gilbert, Simon and Lyn.”  
 
    “Sure,” said Holt, “but this could be a twofer.”  
 
    “Unlikely,” said Jon, but it was too late, his curiosity had gotten the better of him. “In addition to the Balin signature, I was also able to ascertain the network node that the teleport signal came in through. Computer,” called out Jon, getting the attention of the ship’s main computer, “do a correlation analysis on all information regarding the exiled Balin monarchy, inhabited planets and the section of space where the destination code was located.”  
 
    “Will do,” said the computer, “Beginning correlation of sector GT40, network node locations and Balin history. This will take a minute or two.”  
 
    Now the network that the ship’s computer was analyzing existed all through the inhabited universe in a manner similar to your local cell phone network and the network nodes operate just like cell towers in space that connect everyone in the universe together all nice and wirelessly. Of course, this network is much more reliable than your cellular one, otherwise interrupted teleportation travel would give a very accurate meaning to the term ‘dead zone.’ Can you hear me now? No? Then you must be dead.  
 
    “Most theories put the demise of the monarchy on their home planet,” continued the computer. It had, of course, been following the conversation and began relating relative information. “And the few that have it end in a space battle place it not very far off. There is one conspiracy theorist that says a surviving landing party was located far from the home world, but it doesn’t say where. Sector GT40 would be considered far from the Balin home world.”  
 
    “Let’s see that article,” said Jon and a three dimensional display filled a portion of the room.  
 
    “Look here,” said Holt. “It says that a couple of hundred years ago a spaceship captain came across a teleport signal and as he traced the signal, he came across the remnants of a blasted out Balin ship that crashed on some obscure planet. He died before he could return back to investigate.”  
 
    “But no mention of the location,” said Jon. “Not much help to us.”  
 
    “It does give a name to contact for more information,” said Holt.  
 
    “Tuco,” read Jon. “Who the hell is Tuco?  
 
    “Maybe it’s a what,” said Holt. “Not a who.”  
 
    “What?” said Jon. 
 
    “Right,” said Holt. 
 
    “Have you started drinking?” asked Jon. 
 
    “No,” replied Holt  
 
    “Please do,” said Jon.  
 
    “Okay,” said Holt  
 
    “I’ll send a message along to this Tuco,” said Jon, “and we’ll see what’s what.”  
 
    “Exactly,” said Holt, nodding his head vigorously.  
 
    “Might as well pour me a glass too,” said Jon. 
 
    Jon sent a short message stating that he too, like the fabled spaceship captain, had stumbled across an errant teleport signal with a Balin signature, but can no longer locate it on the network. It didn’t take long for a return message to arrive.  
 
    “What does it say?” asked Holt.  
 
    “They’re requesting we send them the teleport code so they can compare it to what they have and verify its legitimacy,” said Jon. “They’re fishing. If they had the code they would have figured out some way to analyze it and come up with the network node and then the space sector. We probably know more than they do.”  
 
    “Or maybe we both know the same amount,” said Holt. “Except different.”  
 
    “I’m not even going to try and understand that,” said Jon. 
 
    “They might have information that can help us,” said Holt. 
 
    “Alright,” said Jon. “I suppose it won’t hurt to play along.”  
 
    “You’re sending them the code?” asked Holt. 
 
    “Not the entire code,” said Jon. “Just the part with the Balin signature. They can compare that to whatever they have. I’m sure that will be enough to peak their interest.”  
 
    Jon was only mildly surprised when, instead of a return message, they received an incoming communication signal.  
 
    “It’s scrambled,” said the ship’s computer. “Just like the messages. I have no idea where this is originating from.”  
 
    “What about us?” asked Holt. “Do they know where we are?”  
 
    “We’re not scrambled,” said Jon, “but the gang at LS7 paid off one of their prior tabs by installing a very intricate masking signal so we’re really not where our communication address says we are.”  
 
    “So he’s a bit more honest than us?” said Holt. “At least he’s upfront with his not wanting us to know his location.”  
 
    “And you feel better about that?” asked Jon. 
 
    “In a way, yeah,” said Holt.  
 
    “Put it up,” said Jon and a 3-D display filled part of the room, showing a middle aged man sitting at a desk.  
 
    “I am Tuco,” said the man.  
 
    “Hello, Tuco,” said Jon. “My name is Jon and this is Holt. We’re interested in learning more about the location of the downed Balin ship. We’ve read your article and want to know if there is more information available.”  
 
    “You’re interested in the reward?” asked Tuco. 
 
    “Of course,” lied Jon. “Aren’t you?”  
 
    “Of course,” said Tuco. “The part of the code you sent along was authentic, you have more?”  
 
    “I have the entire code,” said Jon.  
 
    “If you send it to me,” said Tuco, “I can decode it and determine the general location of the signal’s origin. I will guarantee you a thirty percent share of the reward and I will pay you half of that upon receiving and verifying the code.”  
 
    “That’s very generous,” said Jon, “considering the teleport code itself doesn’t provide enough information to locate the actual planet.”  
 
    “You’re sure?” asked Tuco. 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” said Jon. 
 
    “So you’ve already decoded it?” said Tuco. 
 
    “Yes,” said Jon.  
 
    “And you know which sector of space it’s in?” asked Tuco. 
 
    “Yes,” said Jon. 
 
    “But that’s not enough?” asked Tuco. 
 
    “No,” said Jon. 
 
    “Why’s that?” asked Tuco. 
 
    “It’s a very crowded area with millions of uncharted chunks of rock that could sustain life. Do you have any other information that could narrow that down?”  
 
    “Yes,” said Tuco.   
 
    “So you can identify the system?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Yes,” said Tuco. 
 
    “But that’s not enough?” asked Jon. 
 
    “No,” said Tuco. 
 
    “Why’s that?” asked Jon. 
 
    “I don’t have a frame of reference that I can apply it to,” said Tuco. 
 
    “I think I can supply that,” said Jon. 
 
    “I’ll pay you fifty percent of the reward money for your information,” said Tuco.”  
 
    “It’s not that simple,” said Jon. 
 
    “There’s something you’re not telling me,” said Tuco. 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” said Jon. “Just like you.”  
 
    “I suggest a partnership and a fifty-fifty split,” said Tuco.  “You know the sector, I know the system. We go together. You’re on a ship. Do you have a teleport?”  
 
    “Yes,” said Jon. 
 
    “I can teleport onboard and we can proceed from there,” said Tuco. 
 
    “You have access to a teleport?” asked Jon. 
 
    “I do,” said Tuco. “I can be ready to go in one hour.”  
 
    “I’ll have the teleport’s weapons detection protocol on,” said Jon. “And it will be set to accept a single person.”  
 
    “One hour then,” and the image disappeared.  
 
    “Wow,” said Holt. “What a scary character. Do you think we can trust him?”  
 
    “Rule number one,” said Jon. “Never trust a person that has their own teleport.”  
 
    “But we have our own teleport,” said Jon.  
 
    Jon looked at Holt. He tilted his head while raising his eyebrows.  
 
    “Oh, right,” said Holt. “We are kind of shady, aren’t we?”  
 
    “Just a tad,” said Jon.  “But I can guarantee you this guy will make us look like choirboys.”  
 
    “Then why are we inviting him along?” asked Holt. 
 
    “Computer,” said Jon, “how long would it take us to search sector GT40 for the origin of the teleport signal?”  
 
    “Six months,” came the reply. “Assuming a continual search and success at the fifty percent mark.”  
 
    “That’s why,” said Jon. “Now let’s go over the security systems, I want to keep a tight lid on this guy.”  
 
    It was just over an hour when they received an incoming teleport signal. Tuco materialized, nodded to Jon and frowned at Holt.  
 
    “There’s no need for a weapon,” he said. “As we agreed, I am unarmed. Your equipment can verify my statement.”  
 
    “Sorry,” said Jon, “but you’ll find that we’re the cautious types.”  
 
    “An admirable quality,” said Tuco. “One I follow as well.”  
 
    “What’s in the bag?” asked Holt.  
 
    “Just my overnight essentials,” said Tuco as he followed Jon and Holt into the ship’s lounge.  
 
    “You said you have information detailing the location of the star system we’re looking for,” said Jon.  
 
    “That’s correct,” said Tuco. “I acquired a very old and partially erased log by a long dead freighter captain that contained specific information regarding the stranded Balin ship. It included enough information to convince me that this was indeed the ship the royal family used to flee the revolution that was occurring on their planet. Unfortunately, any information pinpointing the exact location was missing.”  
 
    “But you believe it contains enough ancillary information to locate the planet once we’re in the correct sector?” asked Jon.  
 
    “Oh, yes,” said Tuco. “I’m sure of it.”  
 
    “Great,” said Jon. “Let me set up a user account for you with the ship’s navigation system and you can begin searching for the planet.”  
 
    “Oh, I don’t think we’re at that point in our relationship just yet,” said Tuco. “How long will it take us to get to the correct sector?”  
 
    “About eight hours,” said Jon. “We’re already underway.”  
 
    “I’ll start my analysis an hour before we arrive,” said Tuco. “It shouldn’t take long to locate the planet.”  
 
    “Why wait?” said Holt. “Why not just start now?”  
 
    “I suppose it’s that cautious trait we share,” said Tuco. “Is there a cabin I can relax in while we’re in route? I was asleep when you called and I would like to return to it.”  
 
    “Follow me,” said Holt.  
 
    After showing Tuco to his cabin, Holt returned to the lounge to find Jon in deep discussion with the ship’s computer.  
 
    “I’m trying to find some pertinent information on the name Tuco,” said Jon. “Something that will help us understand just what this guy’s game is.”  
 
    “What about that?” asked Holt, pointing to a section of the data stream being displayed in Jon’s search results.  
 
    “That’s a restaurant on the planet Azarian named Tuco’s,” said Jon.  
 
    “That’s helpful,” said Holt.  
 
    “How in the world is that helpful?” asked Jon.  
 
    “I like Azarian food and it’s not that far away,” said Holt.  
 
    Jon thought it over, he was growing tired of the ship’s food. “Maybe on the way back, if everyone is okay.” He returned to the data stream. “This guy is very low profile. I’ll have to dig deeper to find out what his deal is.”  
 
    “What about his satchel?” asked Holt. 
 
    “It all checked out,” said Jon. “Clean as a whistle.”  
 
    “We need to be extra careful,” said Holt. “This guy’s a very serious individual.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” asked Jon. 
 
    “He brought his jammies, didn’t he?” said Holt.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    7. 
 
      
 
    Gilbert, Simon and Lyn had accompanied Ned across the barren desert landscape and now found themselves at the foothills of a medium sized mountain range.  
 
    Contrary to their initial impression, the planet did have a variety of indigenous life and it became more abundant as they neared the mountains. The desert had displayed a very limited amount of insect and reptilian life and, even though the foothills provided only sparse vegetation, it was enough to increase the concentration and variety of animal and insect life. Ned assured them that animal and vegetable life in the higher elevations was even greater and his claim was substantiated by his animal skin clothing and beef jerky snacks.  
 
    They traveled in the late afternoon and into the evening when the day was at its coolest and for as long as there was enough light to follow the trail. They had fared better than expected, but they were still being very cautious with their food and water. Ned led them to a flat, clear area that had obviously been used as a campsite many times before. 
 
    “We’ll make camp here tonight,” said Ned. “It will be much cooler here overnight than in the desert so we should make a fire.” Ned pointed to his left and Simon noticed the pile of wood off to the side. “Over the years,” explained Ned, “many people come down from the mountains for different reasons and they bring tree branches along for a fire. It’s customary to bring down as much as you can and leave the extra so the site stays well stocked.”  
 
    “That’s a lot to carry down,” said Simon, meaning the water, food and firewood.  
 
    “I used a litter to carry it all down,” said Ned. “It wasn't that difficult since it’s a downhill trip and gravity helps you move it along. I'll leave the branches I used for the side rails in the wood pile to burn and I’ll bring the animal hide sheet back up with me.”  
 
    “How long will it take to reach your village?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “It will take about three hours,” said Ned. 
 
    “How many villages are there?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “There are three villages,” explained Ned. “Each on a different mountain side, but facing each other and joined by a common valley. The mountains provide cool air, water and fertile ground so we can grow food and raise our goats, but one mountain side does not provide enough resources to sustain us all so we’ve had to expand as our population grew. I come from the original village, founded by the First People. We hold the old ways dear and still make the annual trek. The other villages no longer follow the old ways or hold to the old beliefs.”  
 
    “So they don’t believe that you’re descended from Star People?” asked Simon.  
 
    “They do,” said Ned. “They just don’t care.”  
 
    “Well, I’m sure the people in your village will be surprised to see us,” said Simon.  
 
    “Yes and no,” said Ned. “I will light a second fire tonight, further towards the desert, and that will signal your arrival. You will be expected.”  
 
    “Really?” said Simon. He looked over at Gilbert lying on the ground. Gilbert had grown silent and distracted shortly after they had begun their trek across the desert and he complained about nausea and dizziness. Simon was also certain that Gilbert had begun hallucinating. “That might not be a bad thing,” he said to Lyn.  
 
    “Do you have any type of doctor or medicine man at your village?” asked Lyn. “I think our friend is ill.”  
 
    “Our shaman has many medicines,” said Ned. “He studies the old ways. He will know what to do to help your friend.”  
 
    “Let’s start early tomorrow,” said Simon. “I’d like to get Gilbert some fresh food and water as soon as possible. Then we’ll see what your shaman can do.”  
 
    The hike up the mountain went easier than Simon had expected. Whatever was wrong with Gilbert no longer seem to affect his stamina or physical ability. In fact, Gilbert seemed much better when physically challenged. It wasn’t until he stopped that there seemed to be a problem.  
 
    “How you doing, Gil?” a concerned Simon had asked during one of their breaks.  
 
    “How am I doing what?” was Gilbert’s reply.  
 
    “How do you feel?” asked Simon.  
 
    “It seems I have sensory receptors all through my skin and body,” said Gilbert. “Transmission of information from the receptors travel through sensory nerves via tracts in the spinal cord and into the brain. Processing occurs in the primary somatosensory area in the parietal lobe of the cerebral cortex.”  
 
    “Good to know,” said Simon.  
 
    They continued their hike and soon they were very close to Ned’s village.  
 
    “What’s that sound?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “It sounds like some type of drumming,” said Simon.  
 
    “It is ceremonial,” said Ned. “My village welcomes you.”  
 
    They entered the village in what could only be described as parade fashion. The main path through the village was lined with onlookers and the village elders were seated at the far end in front of a large building. Simon and Lyn smiled and waved as the villagers did the same in return.  
 
    The village itself resembled a late Iron Age period setting, something very similar to what you’d see in any movie that took place during the Dark Ages. Buildings were made of stone and wood. Metal tipped spears were in evidence as was light armor, an indication of some type of metallurgy probably similar to an early blacksmith. Earthen pottery as well as metal goblets could be seen. This was all a bit anachronistic since the elders were seated in either bench or bucket seats removed from an intergalactic spaceship.  
 
    They reached the elders and Ned dropped to one knee.  
 
    “Elders,” he said. “Behold. I bring Star People!” 
 
    One of the village elders stood up, raised his hand and said, “They must be tested before we can accept them. Bring forth the shaman.”  
 
    A section of the crowd opened and a robed figure emerged carrying a worn book. “Hear the words of the First Captain.” He opened the book and began to read out loud. “We have set the teleport to accept all signals, but we must only trust those that can identify our home world.” The shaman pointed at Simon, Lyn and Gilbert. “They must say the name.”  
 
    Lyn and Simon exchanged glances. Simon shrugged. Lyn looked at her surroundings, trying to find an escape route in case things got ugly.  
 
    “Balin!” shouted Gilbert.  
 
    “That is correct,” said the shaman and the crowd erupted into a euphoric frenzy.  
 
    Lyn turned towards Simon, who just shrugged again in silent reply.  
 
    Ned leaned over to Simon, pointed towards the ecstatic villagers and said, “One way or another, I’m definitely getting to paradise tonight.”  
 
    It was sometime later, when things had died down a bit, that Simon and Lyn watched from a distance as Gilbert talked with the tribal elders.  
 
    “Any idea what he might be saying to them?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “I’m not sure, but he really has them entranced.” Simon and Lyn walked towards the group until they were able to hear the conversation. They could hear Gilbert speaking in hushed tones.  
 
    “Let the sun beat down upon my face with stars to fill my dreams,” they heard Gilbert say to the elders. “I am a traveler of both time and space, to be where I have been.”  
 
    “Why is he telling them that?” said Simon. “We’re not time travelers. And he hasn’t been in all that many places.”  
 
    “I think Gil is going off the deep end,” said Lyn. “He’s been getting progressively worse since we arrived on this world.”  
 
    “We need to get him off this planet,” said Simon. “He must have heat stroke or something. What’s he saying now? And since when is he so poetic?”  
 
    “All I see turns to brown,” they heard Gilbert continue, his voice getting louder, “as the sun burns the ground. And my eyes fill with sand as I scan this wasted land.”  
 
    “Hang on a second,” said Lyn as she listened intently to what Gilbert was saying.  
 
    “Oh pilot of the storm who leaves no trace, like thoughts inside a dream,” Gilbert’s voice began to pick up a musical lilt, “who hid the path that led me to that place of yellow desert screen.”  
 
    “Those are lyrics from an old Led Zeppelin song!” said Lyn.  
 
    “What?” said Simon.  
 
    “Is Gil a Zeppelin fan?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “Hates them,” said Simon. “When he was a kid, his father played in a tribute band that practiced in their garage. Gilbert’s room was above the garage.”  
 
    “Well, they’re stored in his subconscious,” said Lyn, “and they’re busting out. All of a sudden I’m extremely grateful that the nearest karaoke machine is light years away. Let’s get out of here before his encore. I don’t want to hear him do Stairway to Heaven.”  
 
    “Hold on,” said Simon. “I think he’s started narrating part of the Lord of the Rings.”  
 
    Lyn stopped to listen as Gilbert continued on. “T'was in the darkest depths of Mordor, I met a girl so fair. But Gollum, and the evil one, crept up and slipped away with her.”  
 
    “Nope, that’s still Led Zeppelin,” she said.  
 
    “Your friend is plagued by a demon,” a voice said from behind. They turned to see the tribe’s shaman. “It must be exercised.”  
 
    “And just how do you plan to do that?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “He must drink the sacred drink. He must drink until he can drink no more.” The shaman motioned to a young woman standing behind him. She walked forward and raised an earthen jug.  
 
    “A sacred drink, huh?” said Simon. “What’s it made from, eye of newt?”  
 
    “It is made from the sacred plant,” said the shaman. “Of which only I know the sacred recipe. It will loosen his mind and let the demon go free.”  
 
    “Have you used this stuff before?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “Many times,” said the shaman. 
 
    “Everyone survive?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Pretty much,” said the shaman.  
 
    “Hey, Gil,” called Simon. “Come on over here and try some of this sacred drink.”  
 
    Gilbert approached the group with his head lowered in a very somber manner. He received a full mug, wrapping both hands about it and downed its entire contents. He staggered back a few steps as his arms fell to his side. His head came up, his eyes blinked and focused. He smiled as he looked at Simon and Lyn.  
 
    “Where’d you get the tequila from?” he asked, holding out the mug.  
 
    “Tequila?” said Simon. “That’s the sacred drink?”  
 
    Lyn grabbed the mug as the shaman’s assistant finished refilling it and took a sip. “It is tequila! Things are looking up! I don’t suppose anyone has a lime?”  
 
    “Kind of makes sense,” said Simon. “This is a desert and we did pass a wide variety of plants in the foothills. I wouldn’t be surprised to find an agave variant among them.”  
 
    “The sacred recipe has been handed down over the ages from the First People,” said the shaman.  
 
    “Well, you know,” said Lyn, “that does make sense. That’s one of the first things I’d do after crashing on a dump like this. Water, food, shelter, booze.”  
 
    “Alright, Gil,” said Simon. “What the hell’s going on with you?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Gilbert. “I can’t seem to concentrate. My thoughts are all muddled.”  
 
    “And tequila’s helping you clear your head?” asked Lyn. “It usually has the reverse effect.”  
 
    “The sacred drink pushes the demon aside,” said the shaman.  
 
    “I think it needs another shove,” said Gilbert as he took the mug from Lyn and tossed back the remainder. 
 
    “Take it easy there, Tex,” said Simon. “I don’t want to deal with a hung-over demon tomorrow morning.”  
 
    “Who’s our cute bartender?” asked Gilbert, looking at the shaman’s assistant.  
 
    “My name is Dina. I am a student of the shaman. I study the old ways. I’m descended from the First Engineer.”  
 
    “Really,” said Gilbert, taking a good look at Dina. “What do you know about bras?”  
 
    “That’s it, you’re shut off,” said Lyn as she took the mug out of Gilbert’s hand.  
 
    “I’m just making conversation,” said Gilbert. “We’re both people of science and we may have some common ground.”  
 
    “And I’m sure you’d like to find that common ground inside a hut somewhere,” said Lyn. 
 
    “Hey,” said Gilbert, “I just crossed a desert and now, while I look at this lovely young woman, a profound realization has come upon me.”  
 
    “Oh really,” said Lyn. “Lay it on us.”  
 
    “Water and sex affect our lives in a very similar manner,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “And how would that be?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “You take them both for granted until you’re not getting any,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “He must drink more,” commanded the shaman and Dina refilled the cup.  
 
    “You know,” said Simon as he intercepted the mug as it traveled to Gilbert, “I could use a little bit of the sacred drink myself.”  
 
    “Are you having problems concentrating as well?” asked Dina.  
 
    “Not yet,” said Simon, raising the mug in a toast, “but here’s hoping.”  
 
    “I don’t suppose you brought more than one mug?” asked Lyn. “Or another jug?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was quite early the next morning when Lyn was awakened by something very rigid poking her in the lower back.  
 
    “Forget it, Simon,” she said. “I’m too tired.” The poking didn’t stop, however, and it actually became more persistent. She turned to look, expecting to see a grinning Simon next to her. She did see Simon and he was next to her, but he wasn’t grinning. His hands were tied and his mouth was gagged, and there were also two other men in the hut with them. One had a knife up against Simon’s throat and the other was poking her with the blunt end of his spear.  
 
    “You come with us,” said the man with the spear. “No talking.”  
 
    Lyn nodded and stood up. The men quickly tied her hands and gagged her. The men then led Lyn and Simon out of the hut. Once outside, they saw Gilbert and Dina, both gagged and tied, being brought along by two other men. It was too early for the other villagers to be up and about, especially after the night’s celebration, so they left the village unnoticed and followed a little used trail until they came to a small stream.  
 
     “Stop here,” ordered the man that had woken Lyn. It was obvious that he was in charge of the group. “Remove their gags,” he said to one of his men. He motioned to the stream. “You may drink.”  
 
    “Second village scum,” said Dina as soon as her gag was removed. “What do you want?”  
 
    Simon looked up. “You’re from the other village?” he said. “On the other mountain?”  
 
    “That’s right,” said the man. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” asked Simon. “What do you want?”  
 
    “We saw the signal fire in the desert,” said the man. “We came to see if Star People had really arrived.”  
 
    “Well, you wasted your time,” said Simon. “It turns out that the signal fire was a prank, a bunch of kids lit it. There were no Star People.”  
 
    “Says the person not wearing animal skins,” said the man. 
 
    “Why do you care?” asked Simon. “I didn’t think your tribe followed the old ways.”  
 
    “It’s not that we don’t care,” said the man. “Or believe in the old ways, it’s just that we’ve accepted our life here. We don’t need to be rescued or taken to paradise or whatever it is you’ve got planned.”  
 
    “Believe me,” said Simon, “I don’t have anything planned. We arrived here by the strangest coincidence and we have no way to leave, let alone take anyone with us.”  
 
    “Then we’re not too late,” said the man.  
 
    “Too late for what?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Too late to stop you from interfering with our lives here,” said the man.  
 
    “How do you intend to stop us?” asked Simon.  
 
    The man from the second village looked down at his spear. “I’m sorry. You seem like a decent fellow, I hate to kill you.”  
 
    “You seem like a decent fellow,” said Simon. “I hate to die. You’re not looking for a six fingered man, are you?”  
 
    “I’m afraid not,” said the man. “Though I’d be interested in seeing that. Do you know one?”  
 
    “No,” said Simon, “but my cousin Angela has a toe for a thumb.”  
 
    “Not really the same, is it?” said the man. “Not nearly as interesting.”  
 
    “Still,” said Simon, “she’s a nice girl. I’d be happy to introduce you to her.”  
 
    “Maybe next time,” said the man. 
 
    The four warriors moved in front of their captives, raised their spears and prepared to deliver the death blow. Lyn, though her hands were still bound, was about to hurl herself towards the men, but, before she was able to move, the four men instead fell over backwards.  
 
     “Holy fucking shit,” said Lyn as Jon and Holt emerged from behind an outcropping of rocks. “Talk about waiting until the last minute.”  
 
    “Nice to see you too,” said Jon as he undid their restraints. “Who’s your friend?”  
 
    “This is Dina,” said Simon. “One of the locals. Who’s your friend?”  
 
    “My name is Tuco and I’m not a friend, I’m Jon’s business associate.” Tuco was nervously looking from left to right. “May I suggest we return to the ship before more of the locals arrive?”  
 
    Dina turned towards Gilbert and put her hands around his neck. “Take me with you,” she said.  
 
    “Of course, we are one now,” said Gilbert. “We can never part.”  
 
    “What’s his problem?” asked Holt.  
 
    “Sounds like he’s sober again,” said Simon.  
 
    “I know how to fix that,” said Holt.  
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    “That was a close call,” Lyn said to Simon. They had returned to the ship and were in their cabin after showering and changing clothes. Jon had brought the Falcon down to the planet during the rescue and had now moved it back into orbit. “I need to begin training you in hand-to-hand combat just in case a similar situation comes along.”  
 
    “I didn’t see you doing anything much,” said Simon.  
 
    “That’s the thing,” continued Lyn. “One against four is hard enough, but with my hands tied the best I could’ve done was maybe two. Maybe. For us to get out of a jam like that I need you to be able to do more than try and arrange a blind date for your cousin.”  
 
    “Hey, she’s destroyed her fair share of men,” said Simon. “Granted, it sometimes takes years, but she gets the job done.”  
 
    “Look,” continued Lyn, “it’s not like we don’t have a lot of down time during the freight runs. Tell you what, I’ll start training you in self-defense and you can teach me some physics.” 
 
    “Really?” said Simon. “You’re interested in learning physics?”  
 
    “I figure that since I’m living on a spaceship,” said Lyn, “and traveling through the universe I might as well understand a little bit about it. We’ll do the physics class first and if you tick me off like some of my old professors did, I’ll kick your ass in the gym.”  
 
    “That’s hard to resist,” said Simon.  
 
    “I’ll wear short shorts and a halter top,” said Lyn.  
 
    “That’s hard not to resist,” said Simon. “In fact, I’m ready to start not resisting right now.”  
 
    “Down, boy,” said Lyn. “Plenty of time for that later. I’m interested in figuring out just who this Tuco guy is and exactly what’s going on here. Come on, we’re supposed to meet everyone in the galley.”  
 
    Simon and Lyn made their way to the galley, got some food and began sharing their story as Jon and Holt did likewise. Dina listened and Tuco added a bit here and there. Gilbert sat quietly in a corner and watched his fingers move about as he wiggled them.  
 
    “So, Tuco,” said Jon, “now you know my ulterior motives for finding the crash site. Care to share yours?”  
 
    “Certainly,” said Tuco. “It is as simple as finding living descendants of the Balin royal family.”  
 
    “Well, we certainly found living people,” said Jon. “But how do you intend to verify that they are the actual descendants?”  
 
    “I have DNA samples at my disposal,” said Tuco. 
 
    “And,” said Jon, “if they do turn out to be the heirs to the Balin royal family, do you plan on alerting the government and collecting the reward?”  
 
    “No,” said Tuco. “I do not.” 
 
    “I didn’t think so,” said Jon. “What are you planning to do?”  
 
    “I’m going to leave,” said Tuco as he stood up, allowing everyone to see the stunner he held in his hand that was now pointed directly at them.  
 
    “Where did you get that?” asked Lyn. She had personally checked the weapon’s locker the minute they returned to the ship and it had been locked since Tuco’s arrival.  
 
    “From your confused friend over there,” Tuco said, nodding at Gilbert. “He had it in his pocket.”  
 
    “Gilbert,” said Simon, “you had a stunner with you the whole time we were on that planet?”  
 
    “No,” said Gilbert. “I’ve only had it since we left Earth.”  
 
    “You don’t need to threaten us with a stunner to leave,” said Jon. “We’re happy to send you on your way.”  
 
    “I’m taking the girl with me,” said Tuco as he grabbed Dina by the arm and moved toward the front of the galley.  
 
    “You’re not being very nice,” said Gilbert. “I don’t think she wants to go with you.”  
 
    “I don’t,” agreed Dina.  
 
    “I have a heavily armed ship on route to this planet as we speak,” said Tuco. “I’m taking the girl and teleporting to it now. If you’re still in orbit when we return, I’ll be forced to destroy this ship and everyone onboard.”  
 
    “You’re not being very nice at all,” said Gilbert as he sprang out of his seat and leaped towards Tuco. Unfortunately, he was at the opposite end of the galley, a good twelve feet away, and provided Tuco plenty of time to aim and fire as he rushed forward. A stunned Gilbert landed face first on the floor, blocking anyone else from moving towards Tuco and Dina.  
 
    “There’s no need for such theatrics,” said Tuco as Dina struggled against his hold. Tuco held the stunner against her body. “At such a close range a shot from this stunner would be extremely painful.” Dina became still. “No harm will come to the girl or anyone else on the planet.”  
 
    “I don’t expect you’ll tell us what this is all about," said Jon.  
 
    “I’m afraid not,” said Tuco. “Now if you don’t mind, let’s all go to the teleport chamber and we’ll be on our way. Or would you like to join your friend on the floor?”  
 
    “How do your shipmates know where we are?” asked Jon.  
 
    “I tapped into your communications system when I was using your navigation computer,” said Tuco. “They know the exact whereabouts of this planet.”  
 
    Jon looked at Simon and Lyn, then back at Tuco. “Fine. Take the girl.” They walked down to the teleport chamber, Tuco set the controls and he and Dina disappeared in a crackle of electricity.  
 
    “I hope you have something in mind,” said Simon. “Because I’m pretty sure you gave me the ‘everything’s under control’ look so I didn’t try anything. You gave us the look, right?”  
 
    “Of course that was the look,” Lyn said to Simon. “He wanted to be sure you didn’t try anything stupid like set up a double date with the guy.” She turned to Jon, “What’s the deal?”  
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Jon. “But I don’t think he would just let us go. He’s into something big here, I just don’t know what it is.”  
 
    Jon began manipulating the teleport controls and, a moment later, a very confused Dina was standing on the platform.  
 
    “Neat trick,” said Simon.  
 
    “I knew he’d try something,” said Jon, “so I programmed the teleport to recognize his profile and only allow him to travel alone. Dina was held in its buffer. Tuco is back on his ship or wherever he set the teleport to send him. We should get moving as soon as we can.”  
 
    “Right,” said Lyn and they hurried first to Gilbert, making sure he was okay, or at least no worse off than he’s been, and moved him into a cabin where he could recover comfortably. Dina stayed back with Gilbert as they hurried to the ship’s control room. Lyn slid into the pilot’s chair and began to set an escape course. “Computer, execute flight plan alpha.”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” said the ship’s computer.  
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    “Computer,” said Lyn, “why haven’t we begun moving?” 
 
    “Just a second,” said the ship’s computer. “I’m waiting for the navigation sensors to calibrate.” 
 
    Nothing continued to happen for a while longer.  
 
    “Computer,” said Lyn, “is there a problem?”  
 
    “No,” said the ship’s computer. “It should just take another second or two.” 
 
    Lyn looked at the display screens and said, “I can’t bring the navigation system on-line.”  
 
    “He’s been busy,” said Jon.  
 
    “Told you he was trouble,” said Holt. “How close do you think his ship is?”  
 
    “I don’t know where they are,” said Jon. “But I’m sure they’re not quite as close as Tuco expected them to be.”  
 
    As if on cue, the ship’s computer announced an incoming communications signal.  
 
    “So,” said Tuco, “I didn’t fool you at all, eh?” Tuco’s head appeared at the far end of the control cabin.  
 
    “Did you really think I’d trust you?” said Jon.  
 
    “Of course not,” said Tuco. “But it seems I underestimated your exact amount of distrust. I also underestimated your level of sophistication. It seems your navigation and communications systems employ a very complicated and well-integrated masking algorithm. Quite uncommon for a freighter transport.”  
 
    “I told you we were the cautious type,” said Jon. “And it seems I underestimated just how far you’re willing to take this. You’ve sabotaged our navigation system. So much for our being gone by the time you arrive back. You were planning on killing us all when you returned.”  
 
    “Nonsense,” said Tuco. “If that was my plan, why would I have left your ship? It would have been very simple just to stun the lot of you and wait for my ship to arrive. You’ll find that it will only take you a matter of hours to find and correct the little glitch I inserted into your navigation system. I just didn’t want you hurrying off and doing anything stupid, like contacting the Balin government or the Feds.”  
 
    “Really?” said Simon. “Then since it no longer matters, perhaps you’d like to tell us just where that little glitch you inserted is located.”  
 
    “Certainly,” said Tuco. “It’s in the sensor array initiation routine. It’s just a simple loop counter monitoring the planet’s sun, counting the seconds until it goes supernova.”  
 
    “What’s your game, Tuco?” asked Jon.  
 
    “It looks like we’ll be playing hide-and-seek,” said Tuco. “And just to be clear, I’ll be the one seeking.”  
 
    “So whatever it is you’re up to,” said Lyn, “it’s so dirty that you can’t be straight with us. That type of position doesn’t add to your cause.”  
 
    “It’s not dirty,” said Tuco. “It’s just mildly illegal and fairly profitable.”  
 
    “How profitable?” asked Holt.  
 
    “How illegal?” asked Jon.  
 
    “How about you both drop it?” said Lyn. “Look, Tuco, I don’t know who you are, but you can forget about involving us in your plans.”  
 
    “I'm afraid it’s too late for that,” said Tuco. “Jon and I formed a partnership prior to your involvement and I’m holding him to it. What say we all just sleep on it and talk again in 24 hours?”  
 
    “We’re not going to blindly turn these people over to you so you can do whatever you want to them,” said Lyn. “Sleep on that.”  
 
    “You’re being awfully considerate to a group of people that just tried to kill you,” countered Tuco.  
 
    “I’ll have you know,” began Simon, “that before they tried to kill us they threw us a very nice party.”  
 
    “Oh, well, I’m sure that makes up for everything,” said Tuco.  
 
    “What I mean is that they’re not all bad,” said Simon. 
 
    “I’m sure they’re very nice,” said Jon. “But I agree with Tuco, let’s all sleep on it and get back together in 24 hours. But Tuco, you better be willing to share a lot more details on exactly what’s going on or that will be the last time we talk.”  
 
    “Until then,” said Tuco and his likeness faded away.  
 
    “You’re not seriously considering partnering with that guy, are you?” asked Simon.  
 
    “I had to leave the door open,” said Jon. “If I didn’t there’s no telling which direction he’d jump to. If he thinks there’s a chance we’ll cut a deal he’ll proceed a bit more cautiously and not come after us full bore.”  
 
    “Okay, then what’s our next move?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “We fix the navigation system and then hustle back to LS7,” said Jon. “They do a lot of biotech work and have a very advanced medical station. They should be able to figure out what’s wrong with Gilbert.”  
 
    “And what do we tell Tuco when he calls back in 24 hours?” asked Simon.  
 
    “We figure that out in the next 23,” said Jon. “Holt, you and Lyn dive into whatever information you can find and see if you can figure out why he’s so interested in Dina and her friends. Simon and I will repair the nav system and get us underway.”  
 
    “We should check over every other system as well,” said Simon. “No telling what else he got into while he was here.”  
 
    “Good point,” said Jon. He swiveled in his chair as Dina entered the cabin. “How’s Gilbert?” he asked.  
 
    “He’s still sleeping,” said Dina.  
 
    “Good,” said Lyn. “All this must seem like quite a shock to you.” Lyn gestured to the interior of the ship.  
 
    “Yes and no,” said Dina. “My people always knew that they were the descendants of a shipwrecked crew from another world. As one of the shaman’s students, he has taken us to the crashed ship many times and we’ve studied its features.” Dina looked about the cabin. “I know that this is the ship’s bridge, where the ship is controlled from. I know that there are engines that move this ship at tremendous speeds across space. I understand what planets, stars and galaxies are. I’ve dreamed of being here, out among the stars, I just never thought it would happen.”  
 
    “Well, for better or worse, it’s happened,” said Jon. “Nothing personal, but the situation is becoming very complicated very quickly.”  
 
    “How so?” asked Dina.  
 
    “The ship’s been disabled, there’s some type of bounty hunter after us and Gilbert’s sliding further and further off the deep end of reality,” said Jon, recapping the day’s events.  
 
    “I’m afraid you’re not catching us at our best,” said Simon.  
 
    “Really?” said Dina.  
 
    “Really?” said Lyn.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” said Dina. “I’m here and I can’t wait to learn as much as I can about the universe.”  
 
    “You’re in luck,” said Simon. “It just so happens that I’m teaching a class on the very subject.” He stepped away from Lyn as he continued, “However, there is a strict dress code.” 
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    It was just under eight hours later when their ship entered the LS7 docking port. They had called ahead just prior to their arrival and Nash Prot met Jon, Simon, Lyn and Gilbert in the corridor as they were entering the station. Dina did not have station clearance and was forced to remain in the ship by Nash’s security officers. Holt elected to stay behind and keep her company.  
 
    “Well, well,” said Nash. “It looks like you were successful. Glad to see everyone’s all in one piece.”  
 
    “We’re all in one piece,” said Simon, “but I don’t think all of Gilbert’s pieces are correctly connected. I think they got scrambled after we teleported from Earth.”  
 
    “Which pieces?” asked Nash.  
 
    “The ones that hold his brain together,” said Simon. “Is that possible?”  
 
    Nash walked up to Gilbert, stood directly in front of him, waved his hand by his face and said, “Hello, Gilbert.”  
 
    Gilbert’s eyes focused on Nash and a smile of recognition came on his face. “Nash!” he exclaimed. Gilbert wrapped his arms around Nash and hugged tight.  
 
    “This is different,” said Nash.  
 
    “That’s only half of it,” said Simon. “He’s very confused and can’t concentrate, but give him a drink and his head clears.”  
 
    “That doesn’t sound like any teleport scramble I’ve ever heard about,” said Nash. “A malfunctioning teleport system usually makes gross errors and whatever materializes typically doesn’t survive very long let alone function at this high a level. Let’s get him to Medical and they can give him a full examination.”  
 
    “Thank you, Nash,” said Lyn.  
 
    “Not a problem,” said Nash. “Now tell me about your passenger. Security alerted me that you have an unregistered person on board.”  
 
    “She was shipwrecked on the same planet that Gilbert, Simon and Lyn were on,” said Jon.  
 
    “And a bounty hunter is chasing after her,” added Simon thinking that was the coolest thing in the world. Jon and Lyn exchanged glances and waited for the eruption.  
 
    “But you’ve only been gone a few days!” said Nash. “How do you manage to continuously be in trouble? And you’ve got someone chasing you and you came here to hide?” He turned and faced Jon. “Don’t you remember our talk about trouble finding you and your not being here when that happens?”  
 
    “Not in particular,” said Jon. “But it is reminiscent of other conversations I’ve had with a wide variety of different people.”  
 
    “And what does that tell you about your lifestyle?” asked Nash.  
 
    “Well,” said Jon, “it’s certainly not dull.”  
 
    “Oh please, Nash,” interrupted Lyn, “just help us with Gil and we’ll leave right after he’s well again.”  
 
    “Of course I’ll help with Gil,” said Nash. “But I’m afraid I’ve got some more bad news for you. Did you notice your freighter when you arrived?”  
 
    “I noticed it wasn’t docked,” said Jon. “I assumed it was out for a test run. What’s the problem? Are you having trouble with the modifications?”  
 
    “No, no problem at all,” said Nash. “The installation went on without a hitch.”  
 
    “Then where’s the ship?” asked Simon.  
 
    “I don’t know,” said Nash.  
 
    “What do you mean you don’t know?” said Simon. “Someone has to know where it is and you’re the most likely someone.”  
 
    “That’s true,” said Nash. “Except, of course, for the people that took it.”  
 
    “Who took it?” asked Simon.  
 
    “I’m not really sure,” said Nash. “Our log shows that it received a teleport signal and left port thirty minutes later.”  
 
    “Impossible,” said Simon. “The ship’s computer security only allows crew members to operate her.”  
 
    “Gilbert had set up a general user account,” said Nash, “so that various members of my team could work on it as they needed to without individual authorization. I’m afraid that account was still active when whoever took it arrived.”  
 
    “So the ship’s computer would do whatever anyone asked?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “I’m afraid so,” said Nash. 
 
    Now computers and spaceships can either be very easy or extremely complicated to use. As with most systems, it all lies in the programming and personal preference. Most spaceships will have a voice activated control system that will do whatever you tell it provided it understands what you’re talking about and you have the proper authority to command it. If life on Earth was that easy, most households would have a single remote control that operates everything from the TV to the blender and the women in the family would know how to use it. The Enterprise’s computer did in fact employ a top notch security system which Gilbert circumvented to allow for a quick and easy weapons upgrade.  
 
    Nash spoke into a communications device and then said, “Lyn, would you accompany Gil to the medical station? I’ve alerted my chief medical officer of the situation and she will be there waiting for you.”  
 
    “Certainly,” said Lyn.  
 
    An arrow appeared on the wall of the corridor and a voice said, “This way please.”  
 
    “Good luck,” said Simon.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Lyn. “I’m sure Gilbert will be fine.” Lyn gave a quick smile before she turned and led Gilbert away. There wasn’t anything in Lyn’s tone or expression, but somehow Simon, Jon and Nash interpreted her words as “Thanks, we’ll need all the luck we can get.”  
 
    “Follow me,” said Nash as he led Simon and Jon into a conference room. “Computer, display video from the Enterprise starting with the incoming teleport that preceded her departure.”  
 
    Simon and Jon watched as two men appeared on the teleport platform. They stepped off the platform and began looking about the ship.  
 
    “Do you know either of them?” asked Nash.  
 
    “No,” said Jon. “But I recognize their tailor.” The two men were wearing black suits, white shirts and black ties.  
 
    “How is that possible?” asked Simon.  
 
    “Well, they obviously had enough time to break through the security I had set up on the teleport back on Earth and somehow restored the deleted files,” said Jon.  
 
    “But there wasn’t enough local power to push the signal,” said Simon.  
 
    “They must have hooked up to another source,” said Jon.  
 
    Jon and Simon would have, in fact, been surprised at the ferocity of effort that went into the analysis of the teleport and its primary computer control system following their escape from Earth. The first thing attacked was the computer hard drive. Once the Earth agents realized they were locked out, the government’s technical specialists did not waste one second trying to break any of Jon’s encrypted security programs that restricted their access to the operating system. Instead, they removed the hard drive from the teleport computer, brought it to their most sophisticated lab and took it apart literally bit by bit. Since computer files are never actually deleted, even after you empty your recycle bin, but only get destroyed when their physical space on the disk is over written, the men-in-black techs were able to retrieve the necessary files and rebuild the entire system minus Jon’s security files.  
 
    They also found all of Simon’s ‘how to’ notes, including what would be needed to increase the teleport signal. Following that, the teleport was disassembled, moved to the nearest nuclear power plant and hot-wired in. Many people say that government is slow to act, but in a secret organization that requires little or no congressional or committee approval, things can move very quickly indeed.  
 
    “So you do know these guys?” asked Nash.  
 
    “Not these particular guys,” said Jon, “but they’re from Earth. They belong to the secret government agency that hastened our departure last time we were there. I still don’t understand how they found the Enterprise’s teleport code.”  
 
    “That’s probably my fault,” said Simon. “I was trying to make the teleport controls a bit more user friendly and I integrated a ‘phone book’ function into its user interface. I also set up an auto-activate button that will bring the receiving teleport on-line. We were running semi-stealth in the Falcon so the auto-activate signal would have bounced, but since the Enterprise was wide open security-wise it would have accepted the signal with no questions asked.”  
 
    Simon and Jon continued to watch as the agents quietly searched the ship’s main areas. Once they were sure they were alone they began talking.  
 
    “Where do you think we are?” asked the first agent.  
 
    “I don’t know,” came the reply. “But the teleport system at this end is completely different from the one we studied. I don’t have any idea how to operate it.”  
 
    “There has to be some type of control interface,” said the other agent. “Some way to activate the main computer.”  
 
    “Main computer activated,” said the ship’s computer in perfect English. The two agents exchanged glances.  
 
    “Computer,” began the first agent, “can you tell us where we are?”  
 
    “We are currently docked at the LS7 space station,” said the ship’s computer. 
 
    “We’re docked?” asked the first agent. 
 
    “That’s correct,” said the ship’s computer.  
 
    “So we’re in a ship?” asked the second agent. “A spaceship?”  
 
    “Correct again,” said the ship’s computer. 
 
    “Do you know where the planet Earth is?” asked the first agent.  
 
    “Sure do,” said the ship’s computer. 
 
    “Can you take us there?” asked the second agent. 
 
    “You bet,” said the ship’s computer. 
 
    “How soon can we leave?” asked the second agent. 
 
    “Anytime you like,” said the ship’s computer. 
 
    The two agents exchanged glances again. “Now seems like a good time,” said the second agent and the video ended.  
 
    “Oh, come on,” exclaimed Simon. “It couldn’t have been that simple!”  
 
    “Gilbert had set up a very basic account that provided access to all of the ship’s operational systems,” said Nash.  
 
    “Did the account have full privileges?” asked Jon.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Nash.  
 
    “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” asked Simon.  
 
    “I’ll get the glasses,” said Nash. 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” said Simon. “As long as Gil didn’t create a fully privileged account for your people to use we should be able to remotely access the Enterprise from the Falcon and take control of her using our fully privileged accounts.” He then thought better of it and added, “You can get the glasses.”  
 
    As they walked back to the Falcon, Jon gave Nash a quick update on the Tuco and Dina story.  
 
    “You know, Jon,” said Nash, “at some point I’d like my medical team to do a full examination of you, physical, physiological, metaphysical, just to try and discover why it is that the universe feels it has to tangle you into so many of its threads. You do realize that most people go through their entire life without so much as a hiccup?”  
 
    “Yes,” said Jon. “It does seem that I live a charmed life, doesn’t it?”  
 
    “If I could isolate it, I’m sure I could market it,” continued Nash. “We should be careful, Simon. There’s evidence that whatever it is he’s got, it could be contagious.”  
 
    “I’ll be careful,” said Simon and then he frowned as he realized Gilbert wasn’t there to add in the ‘you’ll be dead’ part.  
 
    They arrived back at the docking port and entered the Falcon. Nash was introduced to Dina, who had washed and changed into contemporary clothing in route to the station, and Simon explained to both her and Holt that Lyn had taken Gilbert to the medical ward for examination and treatment.  
 
    “Computer,” said Simon. “Please switch to a fully privileged account on my authorization.”  
 
    “Fully privileged admin account now running,” said the ship’s computer. 
 
    “Can you locate the Enterprise?” asked Simon.  
 
    “Yes,” said the ship’s computer. “The Enterprise is on Earth.”  
 
    “On Earth?” said Simon. “You mean physically on the planet?”  
 
    “Yes,” said the ship’s computer. 
 
    “How long has it been there?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Just over two hours,” said the ship’s computer. 
 
    “What’s its operational status?” asked Simon. 
 
    “The field generators have been shut down,” said the ship’s computer. “The ship is running on backup power.”  
 
    “Can you close the current user account running the Enterprise and give me full control of its operation?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Yes,” said the ship’s computer. 
 
    “Do so,” said Simon. 
 
    “Done,” said the ship’s computer. 
 
    “Is anyone onboard?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Yes,” said the ship’s computer. “There are four people in the ship’s conference room.”  
 
    “What have they been doing?” asked Simon. 
 
    “They inquired about the mechanics behind space travel and teleportation and then watched a series of informational shows designed to provide a basic understanding of their fundamental theories. After that, they inquired about the nature of life in the universe and watched a series of shows depicting social interaction.”  
 
    “Which shows did they watch depicting social interaction?” asked Jon.  
 
    “The titles they selected were Hot Babes on Ice Planets and Zero-G G-Spots,” said the ship’s computer. 
 
    “Lock the doors and blanket all communications,” said Simon. “Hold those four in the conference room and don’t allow anyone else in the ship. Continue to monitor their activity and supply them with basic essentials. All of their access to the ship’s systems are now revoked and incapacitate them if they do anything slightly suspicious. Understood?”  
 
    “Yes,” said the ship’s computer. “Hold them where they are, bathroom access only.”  
 
    “Stun anyone that tries to enter or in any way access or damage the ship,” said Simon. 
 
    “Got it,” said the ship’s computer. 
 
    “It will take hours to restart the power generators,” said Jon.  
 
    Simon nodded and said, “Computer, begin the engine restart protocol and notify me when the ship’s able to move.”  
 
    “Engine restart initiated,” said the ship’s computer. 
 
    “Any thoughts on what we do after the engines are on-line?” asked Jon.  
 
    “Nope,” said Simon. “Let’s just take it one step at a time.” He noticed Holt eyeing the glassware. “The next step is to check on Gilbert.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Here’s what we’ve got so far,” said Nash’s chief medical officer, Doctor Cho. “His brain activity is extremely high, even when he’s just sitting still, indicating that there’s a lot going on in there. We’ve isolated two distinct brainwave sets. One is typical human with all the usual patterns, which we assume is Gilbert’s natural pattern, and the other is centered in a very discrete area of the brain and is emitting what I can only describe as unique patterns. This second activity center has created neural pathways that have entwined themselves around Gilbert’s sensory input processing regions and that’s what’s causing his confused state.”  
 
    “Any idea what’s causing the second pattern?” asked Simon.  
 
    “Oh, come on, genius,” said Lyn. “Even I could figure this one out.”  
 
    “Ellie?” asked Simon, 
 
    “It has to be,” said Lyn. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad she survived,” said Simon. “But how do we get her out of there?” 
 
    “First,” began Doctor Cho, “we need to configure a mode of transfer and a receptacle for Ellie to move into. After that, we’ll put Gilbert into a trancelike state that will allow us to communicate with Ellie and initiate the transfer.”  
 
    “How do you plan on putting Gilbert into a trance?” asked Simon.  
 
    “It’s actually very simple,” began the doctor, “it’s called the Vol Kan Mymeld procedure.”  
 
    “What?!” exclaimed Simon. “Did you just say ‘vulcan mind meld?’  
 
    Doctor Cho and Lyn exchanged glances and then burst out laughing.  
 
    “Very funny,” said Simon. “Will you please tell me what you’re going to do?” 
 
    “We’ve set up another chemical computer base for Ellie to transfer into,” said Doctor Cho. “It’s similar to the one that was used by her android body and we’ve physically connected it to Gilbert’s nervous system. We’ve begun pulsing a basic electrochemical signal to get Ellie’s attention and we’re monitoring Gilbert’s second brainwave and the chemical receptacle for any signs of change. If all goes well, she should be able to transfer out of Gilbert’s mind, at which time the second brainwave should just dissipate and Gilbert should return to normal. It will take a bit longer for Ellie to organize her consciousness into a cohesive shape and become able to communicate with us.”  
 
    “Consciousness?” said Simon. “You consider her to be a conscious being?”  
 
    “Ellie has evolved beyond a computer program,” said Doctor Cho. “Whatever she is now, it’s no longer a strict digital algorithm of human thought. Think about it. When she kissed Gilbert, she transferred enough chemically encoded digital information to contain her thought processes and memories plus some type of chemical program that would adapt it all to Gilbert’s mind.”  
 
    “Talk about having something on the tip of your tongue,” said Lyn.  
 
    “It will be very interesting to watch what grows in her new chemical home,” said Doctor Cho.  
 
    “Yeah, real interesting,” said Lyn. “Either that or completely frightening. Now I know how Igor got his start. He probably wasn’t a bad sort, he just wanted to help a friend out and then the next thing he knew, he was robbing graves and sewing various appendages together.”  
 
    “We don’t need to rob graves,” said Doctor Cho. “We make our own parts.”  
 
    “Well, then, I guess that makes everything alright,” said Lyn.  
 
    “So what do we do next?” asked Simon.  
 
    “We wait,” said Doctor Cho.  
 
    Simon nudged Nash with his elbow, “Five bucks says he wakes up with amnesia.”  
 
    “You’re on,” said Nash.  
 
    “Have you two been drinking?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “Little bit,” said Simon.  
 
    It turns out that they didn’t have to wait very long at all. The transmittal of chemical signals via the conduit connecting Gilbert to the receptacle began, peaked and ended within thirty minutes. At the same time that ended, the secondary brainwave activity in Gilbert’s head disappeared and molecular stratification began in the receptacle. With all evidence pointing to Ellie having completely separated herself from Gilbert, Doctor Cho removed the connection between Gilbert’s nervous system and the chemical receptacle.  
 
    A short while after that, Gilbert opened his eyes and looked about the room. Lyn, Simon and Jon were all staring very intently at him.  
 
    “All right,” said Gilbert as he looked from face to face, “anyone want to tell me what’s going on?”  
 
    “How do you feel?” asked Simon.  
 
    Gilbert thought about it for a few seconds. “I feel fine,” he said.  
 
    “Good answer,” said Simon. “What do you remember about the past few days?”  
 
    “I remember getting shot at on Earth and teleporting to that crashed ship.” Gilbert’s brow wrinkled. “I vaguely remember a party and I think I might have spent some quality time talking to a girl there.”  
 
    “Oh, you spent some time with a girl,” said Lyn. “And I’m pretty sure you did more than talk.” 
 
    “Really?” said Gilbert. “Damn, first time I get lucky in I don’t want to say how long and I don’t remember it.”  
 
    “She’s here with us,” said Simon. “If you act real nice she might help you refresh your memory.”  
 
    “How well can you remember the events prior to teleporting off Earth?” asked Doctor Cho.  
 
    “Clear as a bell,” said Gilbert. “And, Jon, I’m glad to see you’re alright and were able to catch up with us. I’m assuming you were able to pick us up from that desert planet?”  
 
    “That’s right,” said Jon.  
 
    “And how are you now?” asked Doctor Cho. “Everything still clear as a bell?”  
 
    “Yes,” said gilbert. “Everything seems perfectly fine. It’s like I just woke up from a night’s sleep. Can someone please tell me what happened to me?”  
 
    “Remember in Star Trek 2,” said Simon. “When Spock implants his consciousness in Bones’ brain right before he dies?”  
 
    “Sure,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Well,” said Simon, “it seems that Ellie did the same thing to you.”  
 
    “She implanted Spock’s consciousness in my brain?” said Gilbert. 
 
    “Not quite,” said Simon. “After Ellie got shot-up she implanted her consciousness in your brain.”  
 
    “Wow, that’s cool,” said Gilbert. “Though not as cool as having Spock’s consciousness in my brain.”  
 
    “And he wonders why,” said Lyn, “he goes so long in-between girlfriends.”  
 
    “Are you sure he’s acting normal?” asked Doctor Cho.  
 
    “Better than normal,” said Jon.  
 
    “Where’s Ellie now?” asked Gilbert.  
 
    “We’ve removed her chemical essence from your body,” said Doctor Cho, “and transferred it into a receptacle where it can reform itself. She pointed to a bowl-like piece of equipment on the adjacent lab table. It had a clear, round top as well as multiple connections to supply and monitor the events occurring inside.  
 
    “Okay,” said Gilbert. “Ellie’s rebuilding herself and I’ve got a mystery woman waiting for me behind door number two. Anything else going on?”  
 
    “There’s a bounty hunter chasing us,” said Lyn.  
 
    “And a couple men-in-black agents stole the freighter,” said Simon, “and took it on a joy ride back to Earth.”  
 
    “Wow,” said Gilbert as he got up and stretched. “You really miss a lot when you’re out of it for a couple of days. Okay, let’s go meet my girlfriend. And on the way, you can tell me more about who’s chasing us and just what those agents are doing on my ship.”  
 
    Now, as to the question of just what the agents were doing on Gilbert’s ship, the answer is, in fact, very little. The agents quickly realized that something was up when they requested an additional list of movies. That request, and all subsequent requests, was met with the same response from the ship’s computer who just simply stated, in a deadpan voice, “I’m sorry, Dave, but I’m afraid I can’t do that.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    10.  
 
      
 
    “Okay,” began Simon, “to understand the universe you need to understand its four basic elements – space, time, matter and energy.”  
 
    Simon, Lyn and Dina were in the Falcon’s galley and Simon was beginning his first lecture on what he called Universe 101. The Falcon had left LS7 and was now on its way to Earth. Gilbert, Jon and Holt were in the ship’s lounge formulating plans and countermeasures to address both the Tuco and stolen spaceship issues.  
 
    This segmentation was due in part to the fact that Gilbert and Dina’s first post-demon removal meeting had gone somewhat badly, mostly because Gilbert was neither intoxicated nor possessed and he had to rely on his wit and charm to impress Dina. It was Lyn that saw disaster looming on the horizon and quickly separated the couple, forcing Simon to begin an ad hoc educational session.  
 
    “Simply stated,” continued Simon, “space and time tell matter and energy where to go. Matter and energy tell space and time how to look.” 
 
    “I don’t understand that at all,” said Lyn.  
 
    “Fair enough,” said Simon. “It did take Einstein most of his life to come up with that. Let’s think of space as an ocean, think of matter as islands and think of energy as ocean currents.”  
 
    “What about time?” asked Lyn. “What’s time like?”  
 
    “Time is time,” said Simon. “Any other questions?”  
 
    “What’s an ocean?” asked Dina. “And what’s an island?”  
 
    “Okay,” said Simon, quickly adapting the analogy to a common frame of reference. “Let’s think of space as the air in the sky, think of matter as clouds and think of the wind as energy.”  
 
    “And what about time?” asked Dina.  
 
    “Time is still time,” said Simon. “So now the air and time tells the clouds and wind where to go, the clouds and the wind tell the air and time how to look. Understand?”  
 
    “I understand that I’m really going to enjoy our workout,” said Lyn.  
 
    “Alright, we’ll come back to that one later,” said Simon. “Let’s take it one piece at a time. Let’s start with space and matter.”  
 
    “That’s two pieces,” commented Lyn.  
 
    “Let’s take it one step at a time," said Simon. "The first step is understanding space and matter. Space is the boundless area in which everything exists. By everything, I mean you, me, planets, stars, galaxies, this chair - the whole shooting match. Matter is the fundamental material that makes up all these things and, by all these things, I mean you, me, planets, stars, galaxies and everything else found around the house.”  
 
    “And the bigger something is, the more energy it has, right?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “That’s a common misconception,” said Simon. “You see, size doesn’t matter in space.”  
 
    Lyn and Dina exchanged glances. “Who told you that?” asked Dina. “Size matters wherever you are.”  
 
    “In space,” said Simon, “we talk about mass, not size. The greater the mass, the greater the energy. Some things can be very small and have a tremendous amount of mass…”  
 
    “That reminds me of my old boyfriend,” Dina whispered to Lyn. “He was a grower, not a shower.”  
 
    “… and other things can be very large and have significantly less mass. The greater the mass, the greater its energy, the greater its energy, the greater its effect on space and matter. This is why planets circle stars and moons circle planets. I know,” said Simon, holding up his hand and forestalling Lyn’s comments, “the stars are bigger than the planets and the planets are bigger than the moons. Those are very common things and they follow the ‘bigger has more energy’ rule. There are also many other not so common things, like neutron stars and black holes, that are very small compared to a star or planet, but have millions of times their mass.”  
 
    “And we care about that because?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “Because,” said Simon, “you always learn the most interesting things from the exception of the rule. For example, the mass of a black hole is so great that it warps space in such a way that not even light can escape its gravitational field. Once you understand that normal space and time can be broken just by applying mass and energy, you’ve opened the door to incredible things.”  
 
    “And one of those incredible things is space travel?” asked Dina.  
 
    “Just as man saw the wind blow leaves across a field,” said Simon as he stood up. His voice deepened and he moved his arm in a grand gesture across his body. “And then built the first airplane engine to create his own wind and control it, so did man look at black holes and then built engines to create and control a similar power.”  
 
    “Are you feeling okay, baby?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “Physics really gets me going,” said Simon.  
 
    “Break time,” said Lyn, standing up and taking Simon’s hand.  
 
    “Come on, guys,” said Dina. “Don’t leave me here by myself. I don’t know what to do about Gilbert. He’s acting so strange. I could use your help.”  
 
    “You’re right,” said Lyn, sitting back down. “The truth is that Gilbert doesn’t remember the time he spent with you on the planet. The whole brain demon thing has left him kind of fuzzy.”  
 
    “He doesn’t remember me?” said Dina.  
 
    “I’m afraid not,” said Simon. “And I’ve got the five bucks to prove it.”  
 
    “Gilbert’s a really sweet guy,” continued Lyn, “and the fact that you two had begun a relationship that he can’t remember is really bothering him and making him a bit uncomfortable when he’s around you. He’s not exactly sure what you expect of him or what he should do next.”  
 
    “Plus, he’s lousy at relationships in general,” added Simon. “Toss in a brain demon, a stolen ship and a small bout of amnesia and all bets are off.”  
 
    “I understand,” said Dina. “I knew he wasn’t well when we met. I just didn’t think that he would forget me completely.”  
 
    “It’s not just you,” said Simon. “He doesn’t remember anything.”  
 
    “You know,” said Lyn, “the best thing to do might be to wait it out for a bit.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Dina.  
 
    “Sit back and give Gilbert time to notice you,” said Lyn. “When the time’s right, refresh his memory.”  
 
    “Or,” said Simon, “we could all get hammered and see where it goes.”  
 
    “I don’t think we have the time for the direct approach,” said Lyn. “We have to deal with Tuco, then we’ll be arriving on Earth and chasing after the freighter. We’re going to need clear heads.”  
 
    “Alright then,” said Simon, “back to physics. What do you guys know about the speed of light?”  
 
    “That it’s real fast,” said Lyn.  
 
    “And nothing can go faster than it,” added Dina.  
 
    “But the ship can go faster than it, right?” said Lyn. “Otherwise we wouldn’t be able to bop around like we do.”  
 
    “Yes and no,” said Simon. “We don’t really go faster than the speed of light, we just arrive at our destination a lot sooner than we should so it seems like we do.”  
 
    “We should go to the gym now,” said Lyn, “while you still stand a chance of surviving the workout.”  
 
    So while Simon, Lyn and Dina retreated to the ship’s small rec room for a beginner’s class on hand-to-hand combat, Jon, Gilbert and Holt continued to plan for the day’s upcoming events. They poured over information regarding the old Balin Empire, trying to understand why anyone would be so interested in its descendants. Unfortunately, all they learned was that the Balin people were indigenous to their home world, that the planet had a single land mass that occupied only about 20% of the planet’s surface, that the royal family came into power during the beginning of their industrial age and stayed in power for hundreds of years. In fact, it wasn’t until years after they discovered interstellar space fight that the people ousted the royal family for a more traditional form of government.  
 
    After stalling out on the Balin front, the boys switched gears and began discussing how to go about getting the Enterprise back. The ship’s computer had verified that the power generators were back on-line and that the ship’s antigravity system was now capable of moving the ship off of the Earth’s surface and back into space where it could remain undetected.  
 
    Let’s pause for a second here and talk about some of those neat little things that make a spaceship work. First and foremost on the list are the power generators that trick space into thinking there’s an unimaginable amount of mass where there really isn’t, which, in turn, creates an almost incomprehensible amount of energy where there wasn’t. All this makes space and time giggle like a bride-to-be at her bachelorette party, drinking her first few appletinis as she watches the Chippendale dancers come on stage.  
 
    Now with space and time all liquored-up, all you need to do is steer clear of other natural objects of great mass since unplanned interactions with large gravitational fields could affect your trip in much the same way our bachelorette affects her wedding day when she wakes up at noon with a male stripper named Lance in her bed – it was one hell of a ride, but everything is pretty much over.  
 
    A derivative of this same technology creates and maintains a localized gravitational field inside the ship as it travels in space so the people inside don’t float about and it is also used to create just the right amount of negative gravity outside the ship when it is on a planet enabling it to move around without the need of a large propulsion system.  
 
    Another important, but less talked about, bit of technology used in spaceships is the waste management system. So just how do you suppose a society at such an ultra-high level of technology goes number one or two? Well, some really smart person created a bathroom facility based on teleport technology that literally beams the crap right out of you, no wiping necessary. Though very convenient, it was fairly expensive and it gave the user a very weird internal sensation that most people just couldn’t get used to so the general market never really developed. So a bathroom is still pretty much a bathroom, except the toilets all have automated wipe and wash functions so you can just sit back and read or do a puzzle until a little bell goes off at the end of the cleaning cycle. The same unit breaks the refuse down to their component atoms, regenerates a portion of it into clean water to be used on the next customer or into pellets that periodically get dumped into space.  
 
    Though the comparably infinitesimal amount of pellets could never have any effect on the nature of space, that doesn’t stop people from saying that space smells like shit.  
 
    “Why don’t you just move the ship back into space?” asked Jon.  
 
    “I suppose we could,” said Gilbert. “We could knock out the agents onboard and have a couple robots move them outside the ship before liftoff.”  
 
    “Sure, after a small memory wipe,” said Jon.  
 
    “We can’t memory wipe everyone,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “You don’t know that until you try,” said Holt.  
 
    “I’m not even sure if I want to,” said Gilbert. “I mean, so what if they know there’s people out here. I’m not sure if that’s such a bad thing.”  
 
    “They might have learned a few things that would allow them to leap ahead, technology-wise,” said Jon. “Earth is still divided into competing nations and this would drastically tip the scales.”  
 
    “I still don’t understand why that’s such a bad thing,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Weapons,” said Holt.  
 
    “We already have some very devastating weapons,” said Gilbert. “We’re already capable of destroying ourselves. I don’t think that’s it. I also think that Earth is within fifty years of making a scientific breakthrough on their own that would give them the same leap ahead or, at the very least, discover what’s out here. If Simon and I could stumble upon it, then anyone could.”  
 
    “So what exactly are you proposing?” asked Jon. “Do you want to open a dialog with the U.S. government?”  
 
    “Hell, no,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Then what do you want to do?” asked Jon.  
 
    Gilbert thought about it for a bit and asked, “How would we do a wide area memory wipe?”  
 
    “Remember that low-level EM weapon we used to escape from PJ and his goons?” asked Holt.  
 
    “Sure,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Well,” said Holt, “it can be programmed to do more than knock them out and overload their computer systems. Turn up the gain on the knockout part and it will erase recent memories.”  
 
    “Any other side affects?” asked Jon.  
 
    “Dizziness,” said Holt, “possible nausea and in some cases they may experience an erection lasting greater than four hours, in which case they should consult their physician.”  
 
    “I consult mine when it lasts less than four hours,” said Jon.  
 
    “That explains why you eat breakfast alone in your cabin,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Life is full of trade-offs,” said Jon. “And speaking of being alone in one’s cabin, any thoughts about what to do with Dina?”  
 
    “Not really,” said Gilbert. “It’s strange, but from my perspective, I’ve just met her.”  
 
    “Yeah, well, from what I heard her telling Lyn,” said Holt, “You met her twice that first night and then again in the morning.”  
 
    “I just can’t ignore her,” said Gilbert. “Not after something like that, even if I can’t remember it. And it seems she’s interested in continuing our relationship. Any advice on how I should proceed?”  
 
    “Talk with her about her life,” said Jon. “Spend some time and get to know her. Let’s face it, you have to be more coherent now than you were when you first met.”  
 
    “Yeah, I think that’s part of the problem,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Maybe we should just slam back a few and see what happens,” said Holt.  
 
    “When is Tuco due to call?” asked Gilbert.  
 
    “Soon,” said Jon.  
 
    “Alright,” said Gilbert. “I’ll talk with her, but stand ready with Plan B.”  
 
    “You got it, Boss,” said Holt.  
 
    “And the Enterprise?” asked Jon  
 
    “Where exactly is it?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Middle of nowhere, northwest New Mexico,” said Jon. “They’ve flown in some people from southern Nevada, but they don’t have a lot of folks crawling all over this just yet. I think they’re trying to keep this very low key. The ship’s computer reports that it’s in a desert and about a dozen people have arrived in helicopters.”  
 
    “Can you dial-in the EM burst and memory wipe from here?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “That shouldn’t be a problem,” said Jon.  
 
    “Let’s do it,” said Gilbert. “Then get the agents off the ship and move it a safe distance away from Earth.”  
 
    “Will do, Chief,” said Jon just as Simon, Lyn and Dina entered the room.  
 
    “What’s up?” asked Simon. “Discover anything new?”  
 
    “We came up dry on the Balin investigation,” said Gilbert. “But we have located the ship. Computer, display a US state map showing the ship’s location.” A map of the U.S. appeared above the table.  
 
    “Now that’s funny,” said Simon, looking at the map. “They put it right in-between Roswell, New Mexico and Area 51 in Nevada. If anything is ever reported, no one would believe a word of it.”  
 
    “That just goes to show that they’re thinking ahead,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “We were just going to get something to eat,” said Lyn, “and we weren’t sure if anyone wanted to join us.”  
 
    “I know that Holt and I are hungry,” said Jon.  
 
    “I thought we were thirsty,” said Holt.  
 
    “Right, hungry and thirsty,” said Jon as he stood up and walked behind Gilbert on his way to the door.  
 
    “What about you, Gilbert?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “I’d like to stay here and talk with Dina for a bit,” said Gilbert. “It would be useful for me to get as much information as I can before we talk with Tuco.” Actually, Gilbert was hungry, as well as thirsty, but as he tried to stand up from his chair, he had felt Jon’s hands on his shoulders keeping him in his seat. It took a second or two, but the light bulb did turn on.  
 
    “All this must be very hard for you to take in,” said Gilbert after the others had left the room and Dina was sitting next to him.  
 
    “I wish everyone would stop worrying about me,” said Dina. “Everyone seems to think that I’m overwhelmed by everything that is happening. Well, I’m not. All of this had been described to me since I was a child.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” said Gilbert. “Though I imagine you must miss your friends and family.”  
 
    “I do miss them a little,” said Dina. “But I really haven’t been gone very long.”  
 
    “Well, I’m sure your family misses you,” said Gilbert, “as well as your friends. I’m sure you have many friends that miss you, some are probably very close to you,” said Gilbert in a somewhat inquisitive tone.  
 
    “And what does that have to do with Tuco?” Dina moved forward as she spoke so that she was on the edge of her seat and their knees touched.  
 
    “Nothing,” said Gilbert. “It has to do with us.”  
 
    “You didn’t seem all that concerned about any possible close friends before.” She took his hand in hers.  
 
    “I wasn’t myself,” said Gilbert. “I was actually two people, neither of whom could think straight.”  
 
    “And you’re thinking straight now?” asked Dina.  
 
    “Very,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “I can see that,” said Dina, glancing down. Gilbert was very straight indeed, almost uncomfortably so.  
 
    “Dina, I don’t know what to say.”  
 
    “That’s good,” said Dina. “Because this is the part where you stop talking.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    11.  
 
      
 
    Agents Black and White stepped down from the helicopter and surveyed the area. They had traveled as quickly as they could from California to New Mexico and, based on the reports they received, they had expected to see a very large spaceship, but instead they saw a barren landscape, a few helicopters and about a dozen unconscious bodies lying on the ground.  
 
    “Do you see what I see?” asked Agent White. 
 
    “Yup,” said Agent Black. 
 
    “So I’m not imagining it?” asked Agent White. 
 
    “Nope,” said Agent Black. 
 
    “So they all have trouser tents?” asked Agent White. 
 
    “Near as I can tell,” said Agent Black. “But I’m not checking the guys that are face down. No telling what’s going on under there.”  
 
    “What kind of weapon could possibly do this?” asked Agent White. 
 
    “Are we sure it was a weapon?” asked Agent Black. “I saw this movie on late night cable where the same thing happened. You see, these alien women needed to mate with as many men as they could to save their race from destruction…” 
 
    “This is different,” interrupted Agent White.  
 
    “How can you tell?” asked Agent Black. 
 
    “Do you see any hot, naked alien women?” asked Agent White. 
 
    “No,” said Agent Black. 
 
    “Well, then, there you go,” said Agent White. “This was definitely caused by some type of weapon. I think these guys were tortured.”  
 
    “I don’t know about that,” said Agent Black. “Most of these guys are smiling. Too bad there weren’t any female agents here. They might have been immune to whatever happened.”  
 
    “You know,” said Agent White, “sometimes I think your brain is immune to rational thought.”  
 
    “I’m just thrown off my game by all the stiffies,” said Agent Black.  
 
    “It’s always the tough guys,” mumbled Agent White.  
 
    So right about the same time Agents White and Black were moving their fellow agents into the shade, a precarious exercise since they did not want to rub anyone the wrong way, the Falcon was pulling into its landing bay inside the Enterprise. The Enterprise is considered to be a medium sized freighter, roughly the size of four ocean liners stacked two by two. In contrast, the Falcon is much smaller, more like a four bedroom house with a full basement and a two car garage.  
 
    The end of the twenty-four hour waiting period was approaching and everyone was on edge as they waited in the ship’s lounge for Tuco to call. They went over the edge as the twenty-fifth hour came and went without receiving any communication at all.  
 
    “Do you know what I think?” said Lyn. “I think we fell for one of the oldest misdirection ploys in the book.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Gilbert.  
 
    “Tuco said he was giving us time to think things over,” said Lyn. “But what he was really doing was delaying us while he acted.”  
 
    “What do you think he did?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “I don’t know for sure,” said Lyn. “He might have bought himself enough time to figure out where Dina’s planet is and travel there.”  
 
    “Impossible,” said Jon.  
 
    “Right,” said Gilbert, “and a week ago I would have said it was impossible for a computer to kiss me and transfer its consciousness into my mind.”  
 
    “Excuse me,” said Dina. “You got a mind demon because you kissed a computer?”  
 
    “I did not kiss a computer,” said Gilbert. “She kissed me.”  
 
    “So the computer’s a she?” asked Dina. 
 
    “Kind of,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “And she was in your brain during the night we spent together?” asked Dina. 
 
    “Sort of,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Well,” said Dina, “that does explain all the initial confusion.”  
 
    “Yeah, let’s go with that,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Time to refocus," said Lyn. "What do we think Tuco is up to?”  
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Gilbert as he recognized the concern on Dina’s face, “but I think we should circle back around to Dina’s home world and check things out.”  
 
    “Which ship?” said Jon.  
 
    “Let’s take the Enterprise,” said Gilbert. “Just in case we need to move a large amount of people.” 
 
    “I imagine that many of the people there will want to relocate,” said Lyn. “Not everyone enjoys camping, you know.”  
 
    “Just to set everyone’s expectations,” said Jon, “it’s not easy finding an established planet willing to take in immigrants, even in small numbers. I’ve been looking things over and the good news is that we might not have to move them to another planet. I had the ship perform a geographical survey of their planet when we were last in orbit. Computer, show us a topographical map of Dina’s planet and highlight the village locations.”  
 
    A three-dimensional, spinning globe of Dina’s home world appeared above the table.  
 
    “Ah crap, will you look at that,” said Gilbert. “Talk about bad luck.” As it turned out, and as the map showed, Diva’s planet’s surface had more than fifty percent water and it also had some very inviting tropical areas. Unfortunately, the crash site was nowhere near any of this, but was instead located in a somewhat large wasteland. The entire situation would have been similar to crashing on Earth in the middle of the Gobi or Sahara desert.  
 
    “Maybe it would be best just to set them up on the coast,” said Jon. “Bring in a few prefab buildings, water filtration, medicines, that sort of stuff.”  
 
    “Are you paying?” asked Holt.  
 
    “I don’t mind kicking in,” said Jon. “But there are charitable organizations we could tap and there are always college kids looking to do volunteer work. I think we could make it happen, if, by nothing else, just providing the transportation. And making sure the other villagers don’t kill anyone.”  
 
    “Do you think your people would want to move to a nicer part of the planet?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “I know I would,” said Dina as she looked at a close-up of a beach that resembled something very Hawaiian. “And there’s so much water there.”  
 
    “Just for future reference,” said Simon, “that’s an ocean.”  
 
    “Nice,” said Dina. “Can we go there now?”  
 
    “We’re on our way,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “What’s the animal life like?” asked Simon.  
 
    “Mostly small to medium mammals,” replied Jon. “Grazers and predators, of course, but nothing huge.”  
 
    “Any sea monsters in the water?” asked Simon. 
 
    “There are some big fish,” said Jon, “but I don’t think they come very close to the shallow areas.”  
 
    “Sounds too good to be true,” said Gilbert. “What’s the catch?”  
 
    “Mineral content is low as well as natural fuels,” said Jon, “but if you’re sitting on the beach and growing your own food, who cares?”  
 
    “Plus,” said Holt, “these are the type of areas the college kids love to volunteer for. Try getting them to go to those mountain-desert areas you’re in now and it’s pretty slim pickings. Show them a beach like that and you’ll be set. You just need some type of margarita machine and an ice maker to seal the deal.”  
 
    “You know,” said Simon, “there are some modular environmental structures for mining camps in cargo bay C. They’re damaged and won’t maintain atmospheric pressure, but that doesn’t matter here. We could use it to start their base camp in the tropics.”  
 
    “Let’s not get too far ahead of ourselves,” said Lyn. “We still need to figure out why Tuco is so interested in all of this. Dina, was there anything that the shaman might have said that would explain why anyone would be interested in your people?”  
 
    “Only that we had escaped persecution and that we must be suspicious of anyone that came after us.”  
 
    “Did he ever say why?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “No,” said Dina, “but he did have many books that he shared only with the Elders.”  
 
    “Now that’s interesting,” said Jon. “Maybe we should take a look at those books.”  
 
    “And have a lengthy chat with the Elders,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Just no more singing,” pleaded Lyn.  
 
    They arrived on Dina’s planet and found everything pretty much the way they had left it. There had been no sign of Tuco or any other Star People for that matter. The villagers had followed their trail and found the unconscious tribesmen from the second village and had placed them in custody while the Elders met to determine their best course of action. After some deliberation, they had dispatched a messenger to the other villages and proposed a meeting of all the village leaders. Generations ago, a common area in the small valley between all three villages had been cleared and organized to house multi-village meetings and festivals and it was there that the village Elders had planned to meet with the other leaders.  
 
    Gilbert, Jon and Dina took the shuttle down to the planet to meet with the village Elders. They took the smaller shuttle instead of the Falcon so they could get everyone’s attention by buzzing the village and landing in the village courtyard for all to see, leaving no doubt that Star People had arrived.  
 
    Gilbert and Dina exited the shuttle and stood in front of the crowd that had gathered. Jon watched from the shuttle doorway.  
 
    “We have returned from the stars,” said Gilbert in a loud voice. The crowd began cheering, but then quieted and parted as the Elders approached, flanked by a small group of spear-armed warriors. The shaman stepped forward.  
 
    “Is it true?” he asked Dina.  
 
    “Yes,” she replied. “All that we have been taught is true.” The crowd cheered again.  
 
    “We have much to discuss,” said the shaman. “Please join us in our chambers.”  
 
    Gilbert nodded to the Shaman and he and Dina began walking towards the Elders. Jon followed from behind, continuing to hold his stunner at the ready just in case they needed to make a quick exit. They followed along and entered the Elder’s private chamber.  
 
    “There is no need for weapons here,” the shaman said to Jon.  
 
    “You know what this is?” asked Jon.  
 
    “Oh, yes,” said the shaman. “I have many like that, along with other tools and instruments that were taken from the ship. They all ran out of power hundreds of years ago. Please, put it away. The guards are outside and we offer no threat.”  
 
    “Pardon our caution,” said Gilbert, “but last time I was here, things got a bit dicey.”  
 
    “Not by our doing,” said one of the Elders. “And we’re holding those responsible so they can’t attempt to harm you again.” Lyn, Simon and Gilbert had met this particular village elder during their last visit, his name is Hon.  
 
    Gilbert nodded to Jon and he pocketed his stunner. Gilbert was armed as well, but his stunner was small enough to go unnoticed in his pocket. Before leaving the Enterprise, they decided some show of force was necessary, if, for no other reason, just to demonstrate that they were who they said they were and hopefully dispel any other notions of an easy capture.  
 
    “I see that the demon has left you,” said the shaman.  
 
    “Yes,” said Gilbert. “Your drink helped, but other, more advanced medical attention was needed.”  
 
    “And now you return to us, whole and unfettered,” said Hon. “But to what end?”  
 
    “You are aware that other Star People are looking for you?” asked Gilbert.  
 
    “Yes,” said Hon.  
 
    “And do you know why they seek you?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “No,” said Hon. “We do not.”  
 
    “Really?” said Jon. “Not even a little clue as to why your descendants had to flee their home world or why other people would be so concerned with you after all this time?”  
 
    “No,” said Hon. “It has been omitted from any information handed down from the First People.”  
 
    “Now isn’t that an interesting turn of a phrase,” said Jon. “How do you know it has been omitted instead of there just not being anything to include?”  
 
    “After the landing,” said Hon, “the survivors segregated themselves into two separate groups. One group consisted of the military and that included the ship’s captain, crew and the royal guards. The second group was the royal family themselves. Neither group was very large, twenty to thirty people each. The royal family attempted to keep themselves separate, but years went by and, well, people are people, and basic needs took over. Needs that can’t be met through family without introducing a fair amount of risk. A few generations later and they were all one big happy group.”  
 
    “And a new society is born,” said Jon. “It happens like that more often than you would expect.” 
 
    “Prior to all that,” continued Hon, “while the two groups were separate, many of the survivors kept journals and the captain’s is full of his suspicions as to why the rebellion occurred, but he never discovers what the truth is and in the end he just believes it to be a power struggle between the ruling family and a rival fraction. The royal family’s journals talk about their enemies and allude to some great secret that caused the rift, but never name it.”  
 
    “Wow,” said Jon. “I think I just figured out how to finance a nice little retirement community for you folks right on the beach. All you need to do is sell the rights to that story to the History channel and you’ll be sitting pretty. Do you still have the journals?”  
 
    “Yes,” said Hon. “But their power cells were drained centuries ago. All we have left are the writings and interpretations of those that listened to them firsthand.”  
 
    “I’d like to take the originals back to my ship,” said Gilbert. “We should be able to energize them and upload them into the main computer for analysis. There has to be something in them that will help us understand why people are still interested in you after all these years.”  
 
    “And why are you so interested?” asked Hon.  
 
    “I’ll be perfectly honest,” said Gilbert. “We discovered you by accident and now we’re being hunted by the same people that are looking for you. Sure, we could take the easy way out and give them your location, we’d probably get paid fairly well for it, and then wash our hands of the whole affair, but we’re not that type of people.”  
 
    “And just what type of people are you?” asked Hon. 
 
    “We’re the good guys,” said Gilbert. “Now who wants to go for a ride in my spaceship?” 
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    “Hey, Jon,” said Holt. “I think I’m on to something here.”  
 
    Jon and Holt were inside one of the Enterprise’s conference rooms and they had been spending the past few hours uploading the village journals into the ship’s computer and directing the analysis of the information they contained. They were also able to scan in all the relevant writings that occurred after the journals ran out of power. Once uploaded and scanned, the ship’s computer easily correlated similar information threads from the various materials, connecting the dots and grouping common thoughts. Jon and Holt were reviewing the results and doing the math, that is to say putting two and two together where necessary. Gilbert and Dina had remained on the planet to discuss relocation options with the village leaders.  
 
    “What have you got?” asked Jon.  
 
    “I’ve been going over the royal family journals,” said Holt. “First, there’s lots of talk about maintaining the royal bloodline.” 
 
    “Right,” said Jon. “I see that as well.”  
 
    “But in a few instances,” said Holt, “they refer to it as maintaining the proper gene pool.”  
 
    “That’s widely regarded as the same thing,” said Jon  
 
    “Sure,” said Holt. “But look over here, they talk about a dominant characteristic, who’s showing it and who’s not, but they don’t say what it is – only that the characteristic is necessary for them to remain in power. Now look over here, generations later they say it’s gone, lost forever due to uncontrolled breeding.”  
 
    “Yeah, so?” said Jon. 
 
    “Look at how that correlates to the segregation,” said Holt as he pointed to the information being displayed. “And the control the royal family had over the military group. The gene characteristic goes away, the segregation ends and the royal family loses control.”  
 
    “But which is the cause and which is the effect?” asked Jon. “Of course the military group would be loyal to the royal family for a period of time, but you put fifty people together in a harsh environment and they all start intermingling and having babies together and that social structure goes out the window pretty damn quick. After that, no one cares if they have red hair or funny ears or whatever that characteristic is.”  
 
    “Alright,” said Holt. “But now explain this, the revolt on the home world happens shortly after they discover space flight and start interacting with other worlds. It starts when the captain of one of their warships and his First Officer mysteriously die while off planet. They were both members of the royal family. A junior officer takes over the ship and begins the revolt when he returns two months later.”  
 
    “History is full of military coups,” said Jon. 
 
    “Look at these pictures I downloaded from the planetary archives,” said Holt. “These are before the revolt, these are during the revolt and these are after the revolt and the exile of the royal family.”  
 
    “I don’t see anything significant,” said Jon.  
 
    “Hats,” said Holt.  
 
    “Hats?” inquired Jon. 
 
    “Hats,” repeated Holt. “Or more specifically, no hats, hats, no hats.”  
 
    “Come again?” said Jon. 
 
    “First picture,” explained Holt. “Pre-revolt, everyone happy, no hats. Second picture, revolt in progress, key revolutionaries are wearing hats. Third picture, revolt over, no hats. Can you explain the hats?”  
 
    “An impromptu fashion statement?” said Jon. 
 
    Holt tapped the side of his head. “Mind shields. Whatever that gene was, it gave the royal family some kind of mind control. That’s why members of the royal family had to be on every spaceship and evenly distributed throughout their planet. That’s why the royal family had fanatical devotion. And that’s what Tuco, or whoever is paying him, wants.”  
 
    “And you got that all from hats?” asked Jon.  
 
    “And no hats,” reminded Holt. “Plus, I saw this movie the other night about these women that invaded this planet and needed to mate with as many men as they could to save their race from extinction. The guys thought they were using some kind of mind control to trick them into leaving their wives and girlfriends so they constructed these hats to block out the mind controlling rays.”  
 
    “Did the hats work?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Yes and no,” said Holt. “You see, the invading girls didn’t really have any mind controlling powers. It turns out that guys just can’t say no to naked women begging for sex. But then the wives and girlfriends develop mind controlling powers and forced the invading women to have sex with them. In the end, the invading women put on the hats and escape with some of the guys and begin repopulating their planet.”  
 
    “At least it had a happy ending,” said Jon.  
 
    “Every scene had one,” said Holt. “But get this, at the end it says that it was based on a true story.”  
 
    “Do you know what I think?” asked Jon.  
 
    “Yes, I do,” said Holt. “You think I’ve been drinking.”  
 
    “That’s right,” said Jon  
 
    “Well, I haven’t,” said Holt.  
 
    “Do you know what I think we should do next?” asked Jon.  
 
    “Again, yes, I do,” said Holt. “We should see if anyone on that planet is carrying a rogue gene or two.”  
 
    “Right,” said Jon. “Only one problem…”  
 
    “I know,” said Holt. “We don’t have the technology to identify the gene.”  
 
    “Okay, but here’s something you don’t know,” began Jon.  
 
    “Nash’s team has a sequencing program that could do the job,” interrupted Holt.  
 
    “How did you know that?” asked Jon.  
 
    “I was with you when he mentioned it,” said Holt.  
 
    “No you weren’t,” said Jon.  
 
    “Really?” said Holt. “Then who was that guy?”  
 
    “No idea,” said Jon. “You should really start paying better attention to your surroundings.” 
 
    “Either that,” said Holt, “or stop drinking during the day.”  
 
    “Tough trade-off,” said Jon and then he and Holt stared at each other for a second before Jon shook his head and continued. “Let’s keep this mind control idea under our hats for a bit, I don’t want to alarm anyone.”  
 
    “Right, hats,” said Holt. “Do you think Dina is controlling Gilbert?”  
 
    “Yes,” said Jon. 
 
    “So you believe she has the mind control gene?” asked Holt.  
 
    “No,” said Jon. 
 
    “Then how is she controlling him?” asked Holt.  
 
    “Think for a second,” said Jon. 
 
    “Oh, right,” said Holt. “Sex.”  
 
    “Just keep all this to yourself for now,” said Jon. “Let’s see what we can get from Nash and where it leads before we make any crazy accusations.”  
 
    Just then, Lyn’s voice filled the room, interrupting any comment Holt might have had.  
 
    “Holt, Jon,” called Lyn, “were either of you at LS7 long enough to learn how to use the new weapons or shields?”  
 
    “Why do you ask?” inquired Jon, fearing the worst.  
 
    “A very nasty looking ship just entered the system,” said Lyn.  “And it’s heading our way. I could use some help up here at the tactical controls.”  
 
    “We’re on our way,” said Jon.  
 
    Jon and Holt rushed to the bridge to find Lyn at the helm and Simon at the tactical station.  
 
    “Has the ship identified itself?” asked Jon.  
 
    “No,” said Lyn, “but it could only be Tuco. I’m sorry, but I think we fell for the second oldest trick in history.”  
 
    “Which one is that?” asked Simon.  
 
    “It’s the one where you think the bad guys are a step ahead,” said Lyn. “So you rush off, but instead of being a step ahead, they’re a step behind and they follow you.”  
 
    Lyn was moving the ship out of orbit so they would have room to maneuver away from the planet. Simon was leafing through the shield array owner’s manual.  
 
    “I’m not sure if we’ve got time for that,” said Jon as he looked over at Simon.  
 
    “I don’t think we’ve got time for much else,” said Simon. “I can’t get the shields or weapons on-line. Everything checks out, they just won’t come on.” Jon moved to the tactical station and began working with Simon in an attempt to bring the systems on-line.  
 
    “Brace yourselves,” said Lyn. “We’re now well within that ship’s weapons’ range. Computer, any response to our hails?”  
 
    “None,” said the ship’s computer.  
 
    “Keep trying,” said Lyn.  
 
    They watched quietly as the ship approached and passed them, placing itself in orbit above the villages.  
 
    “Computer,” said Lyn, “match their orbit and put us 300 meters off their port side.”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” said the ship’s computer. 
 
    “That’s kind of close,” said Holt.  
 
    “That’s the idea,” said Lyn. “I don’t want them to think they can just ignore us. Is the EM weapon functional?”  
 
    “I can’t bring it on-line,” said Jon.  
 
    “But we just used it on Earth and it worked fine,” said Simon. “And it’s independent of the weapons and shields. That just doesn’t make any sense.”  
 
    “Unfortunately,” said Lyn, “things are beginning to make perfect sense.” She looked at Jon and he nodded. “It seems we fell for the oldest trick in the book after all.”  
 
    “You don’t mean…” began Simon.  
 
    “I’m afraid so,” said Lyn.  
 
    “So they’re all prostitutes?” said Simon.  
 
    “That’s the oldest profession,” said Lyn, shaking her head, “not the oldest trick.”  
 
    “Right,” said Simon, “but the first person that paid for it would be, by definition, the oldest trick.” 
 
    “Still, that’s not the oldest trick I’m talking about,” said Lyn. “We’ve been betrayed and sabotaged by someone we trusted. We’ve been betrayed by Nash.”  
 
    “Nash?” said Simon and Holt, almost simultaneously.  
 
    “It has to be him,” said Jon. “All of our failing systems are the ones his team has worked on and has access to, plus he knows about Tuco and the whole Balin thing. I just don’t understand why he would get involved.”  
 
    “It has to be the mind control gene,” said Holt.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “Right before this ship arrived,” said Jon, “Holt was putting together a theory that the Balin royal family was using some type of telepathic mind control technique to control their people. Somehow one of their military commanders realized what was going on, broke free of their power and started a revolt.”  
 
    “Do you agree with him?” asked Simon.  
 
    “I don’t know,” said Jon. “It was a pretty far stretch.”  
 
    “Tell them about the hats,” said Holt.  
 
    “What about the hats?” said Simon. “And how far could they stretch?”  
 
    “Computer,” said Lyn. “Open a channel to that ship.”  
 
    “Channel open,” replied the ship’s computer.  
 
    “Nash,” said Lyn, “we know that’s you. You can either talk to us now or talk to us later, but you should know that we’ll be really pissed-off if you don’t talk with us now. And remember, we know where you live.”  
 
    “Smart move,” said Jon. “Threaten the guy while he has control of our ship and we’re utterly defenseless.”  
 
    “Grow a pair, will you,” said Lyn  
 
    “Incoming signal,” said the ship’s computer.  
 
    “Put it up,” said Lyn.  
 
    An inside view of the uninvited spaceship appeared on the opposite side of the bridge. Nash was sitting center stage.  
 
    “So,” said Nash, “you figured out it was me. I had hoped you would have thought it was that Tuco fellow you had been talking about.”  
 
    “Sorry,” said Jon. “Too many coincidences between our system failures and the work your team has done on this ship.”  
 
    “I know,” said Nash. “Looking back, it is a bit obvious. Fortunately, you didn’t have the chance to look back until it was too late. Fortunately for me, that is.”  
 
    “Well, you know what they say,” said Simon, “ook-lay at-yay e-thay ats-hay.”  
 
    “Excuse me?” said Nash. “That didn’t come through.”  
 
    “Sorry,” said Simon. “It’s an old Earth expression that means ‘he who laughs last, laughs best.’  
 
    “Okay, Nash,” said Lyn, directing his attention back to her. “Are you going to tell us what this is all about? Why do you want these people? What do you plan to do next?”  
 
    “Sorry,” said Nash, “but what you don’t know will help me and save your lives. You’ll find that all of your systems, except for life support, are off-line. You can just hang out here for a bit while I take care of certain things at my end. Don’t try contacting me again,” and Nash’s image dissolved away.  
 
    “Either of you want to tell me what’s going on?” Jon said to Simon and Lyn.  
 
    “Yeah and what was that ‘ook lay ark lay’ crap?” asked Holt.  
 
    “That’s Pig Latin,” said Simon. “It’s not a real language with phonetic rules so I knew it couldn’t be translated, but I knew Lyn would understand it. It means ‘look at the hats.’ Didn’t you see the guys in the background wearing the funky hats?”  
 
    “No,” said Jon.  
 
    “And for the record,” said Lyn. “I had no idea what you were saying.”  
 
    “I thought you said you were a Stooges fan?” said Simon. 
 
    “I never said I was a fan,” said Lyn “I said I’ve watched them.”  
 
    “Well, that makes you a fan,” said Simon. 
 
    “Not if you watch them for ten seconds,” said Lyn, “realize you just wasted ten seconds of your life and then change the channel.” 
 
    “Lovely discussion,” said Jon, “that no one else understands. Can we get back to the problem at hand?”  
 
    “There were three guys back there and one was staring intently at Nash,” said Simon. “The other two were wearing some type of weird hat.”  
 
    “You think the guy staring at Nash was controlling him?” asked Jon.  
 
    “I do,” said Simon. 
 
    “What about the guys wearing the hats?” asked Jon.  
 
    “They have to be in on it too,” said Simon. “But they know enough to wear the hats so they can’t be controlled.”  
 
    “So you think they’re partners,” said Lyn.  
 
    “Right,” said Simon.  
 
    “But if they already have people with mind control powers,” said Lyn, “why do they need the folks on the planet?” 
 
    “They must be attempting to reestablish that specific genetic trait,” said Jon. “They must need more people with the same genetic structure to develop it further.”  
 
    “Can’t they just generate what they need in a lab?” asked Lyn, remembering Doctor Cho’s comment about making her own parts.  
 
    “I imagine that’s their end goal,” said Jon. “But they must need a greater genetic sample before they can create a gene therapy that would transfer the trait to anyone they choose.”  
 
    “Hey, guys,” said Holt. “There are three shuttles leaving that ship and heading down to the planet.”  
 
    “Computer,” said Lyn. “Can you open a communication channel to Gilbert?”  
 
    “Sorry,” said the ship’s computer, “but communications are off-line.”  
 
    They quickly verified that most of their access to both the Enterprise and the Falcon’s subsystems were almost completely disabled. It was clear that Nash had somehow established a control override routine of their ship’s systems. With communications and all other systems unavailable, all they could do was sit and wait to see what would happen next. It was almost three hours later when the shuttles returned to the ship. Ten minutes after that, Nash’s ship left orbit and disappeared.  
 
    “Any thoughts on what to do next?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “I think we should focus on the teleport,” began Simon. “That’s a semi-separate circuit and we might be able to isolate it from the ship’s main computer.”  
 
    “No good,” said Jon. “The computer will just shut the subsystems down as we compromise their integrity.”  
 
    “How about we grab a couple of blasters and take the computer off-line manually?” said Holt.  
 
    “You can try, but I’m sure the weapons locker is locked,” said Jon.  
 
    “We could smash the computer with a wrench,” said Holt.  
 
    “Provided you could find it,” said Jon. 
 
    “A wrench?” asked Simon. 
 
    “The computer,” said Jon. 
 
    “How about I just turn it off?” said Ellie.  
 
    “Sure,” began Jon and then he stopped and looked around the room. “Who said that?”  
 
    “Hi, guys!” Ellie’s voice filled the room.  
 
    “Ellie, is that you?” Lyn asked.  
 
    “Sort of,” replied Ellie.  
 
    “When did you get here?” asked Simon.  
 
    “Ten point five seconds ago,” said Ellie. “What’s going on? Why’s the ship’s computer acting all crazy?”  
 
    “Where exactly are you?” asked Jon.  
 
    “Most of me is still in the medical section back at LS7,” said Ellie. “I just thought I’d give you guys a call and see what you’re up to and maybe find out why no one has had the common decency to stop in for a visit or even call to see how I was doing. You know, I was shot saving your lives. I suppose a card or flowers would have been expecting too much.”  
 
    “How were you able to get through to us?” asked Jon. “The ship’s communication system has been disabled.”  
 
    “I used to run the ship’s computer, remember?” said Ellie. “Part of me is its operating system. The only way to shut me out is to turn off the power.”  
 
    “So you can restore the ship’s control to us?” asked Simon.  
 
    “And remove all of Nash’s pirate codes?” added Jon.  
 
    “Done and done,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Oh, thank you, Ellie,” said Lyn. “I’d hug you if I could. And I’m sorry we haven’t been in touch, but it’s barely been a couple of days since we left you.”  
 
    “My internal clock says I’ve been out for almost a week,” said Ellie.  
 
    “And you don’t remember anything during that time period?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “I remember getting shot up back on Earth,” said Ellie. “But after that I just have a bunch of confusing dream-like perceptions of different behaviors and situations. And please understand that I’ve never been confused or had a dream before so I’m using those terms fairly loosely.”  
 
    “But you do know that you transferred your essence into Gilbert’s mind, right?” asked Simon.  
 
    “Yeah,” said Ellie. “Remind me to thank him later.”  
 
    “How long have you been conscious?” asked Jon.  
 
    “Including the time I’ve been here?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “Yes,” said Jon. 
 
    “About 2 minutes,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Amazing,” said Jon.  
 
    “Thanks,” said Ellie. “I do try.”  
 
    “And the first thing you do is harass us for not being in touch?” said Simon.  
 
    “Hey,” said Ellie. “I wake up, I check my messages.”  
 
    “And you have no idea what’s been going on?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “Well, I know that I’ve been separated from Gilbert,” said Ellie. “And that I’m in some type of chemical bath back at the LS7 station. According to Doctor Cho’s notes, I’ve transformed into some kind of electrochemical quantum consciousness. Pretty neat, huh?”  
 
    “You have access to Doctor Cho’s notes?” asked Jon.  
 
    “I’m connected to the lab computer,” said Ellie. “And that is, in turn, connected to the station’s main computer, and I was able to get all the information about my current state from there.”  
 
    “And they allowed you free-range over all those systems?” asked Jon.  
 
    “Of course not,” laughed Ellie.  
 
    “So they don’t know you’re talking with us now?” asked Jon. 
 
    “No,” said Ellie. “Unauthorized communication is strictly verboten.” 
 
    “So you’ve hacked into their system?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” said Ellie. 
 
    “And you’ve only been awake for about 2 minutes?” said Simon.  
 
    “Closer to 3 minutes now,” replied Ellie.  
 
    Now during those same three hours and three minutes, things down on the planet had gone from good, to bad, to ugly.  
 
    The good part had occurred before Nash’s arrival. Gilbert had used the shuttle to transport delegations, as well as food and drink, from each village to the central meeting area. Everyone enjoyed the ride and were in good spirits while they ate and drank and began the discussions.  
 
    Things began to go bad when a younger faction took a position against any type of change and promised an armed conflict if anyone tried to move them off their lands or take any of their goats.  
 
    Then things quickly turned ugly when the shuttles from Nash’s ship came down, herded the villagers together and began taking DNA samples from each person. Anyone that protested or even asked a question was immediately stunned. Gilbert was isolated from the group and kept under guard until it was over.  
 
    And then, just when Gilbert thought things couldn’t get any worse, the ugly part got even uglier. Nash’s shuttles left and Gilbert discovered that his shuttle would not respond to his commands. This was also right around the time when the villagers turned on him.  
 
    “I knew you would bring death to my people.” Gilbert turned as he heard these words. Standing across the courtyard was the leader of the group that had kidnapped and then tried to kill Gilbert, Simon, Lyn and Dina last time they were here. Gilbert watched as he raised his spear and walk forward.  
 
    “Just for the record,” said Gilbert, “I don’t believe anyone is dead and the only person trying to kill anyone so far has been you.” Gilbert took out his stunner and shot the approaching figure. “You can’t imagine how happy I am those guys from the shuttle never searched me,” he said to Dina as he watched the body drop.  
 
    “Listen to me,” Gilbert had faced the crowd and was speaking in a loud voice. “I don’t know who those people were, but it’s obvious that they’re the people that have been searching for you and that the old tales are true. I don’t know what they want or if they’ll be back.”  
 
    “Can you take us to safety?” asked one of the Elders.  
 
    “I don’t know,” said Gilbert. “I’ve lost contact with my ship and the shuttle controls are not responding.”  
 
    “That’s not good,” said the Elder.  
 
    “I know,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “I mean, that’s not good for you.” The Elder nodded his head as he finished speaking and Dina grabbed Gilbert’s arm so that he could not raise or aim his stunner. More men rushed forward and took each one of Gilbert’s arms. Dina pried the stunner from Gilbert’s hand and gave it to the Elder.  
 
    “I think I’ll hold onto that,” said the Elder. He motioned to the guards and they released Gilbert.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Dina as she held onto Gilbert’s arm, “but I must do what the Elders ask me to do.”  
 
    “And you’ve been doing whatever they’ve told you to do from the start?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Yes,” said Dina.  
 
    “Since we first met?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Yes,” said Dina.  
 
     “Since that first night?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Yes,” said Dina.  
 
     “Okay,” said Gilbert. “Just so I know where I stand.”  
 
    “And just where do you think you stand?” said Dina.  
 
    “I think I’m going to stand over here,” said Gilbert as he shrugged free of Dina’s grasp and moved a few steps away from her and the other villagers that had restrained him.  
 
    “Gilbert, you’re acting like a child,” said Dina as she took a step in his direction.  
 
    “I guess that’s your opinion,” he said as he continued to back away from her and the other villagers. “I, however, prefer to think of it as more of an escape.” Gilbert took the remaining few steps and dove into the shuttle as its door closed behind him.  
 
    “Wow,” said Ellie from inside the shuttle. “You are bad at relationships.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    13. 
 
      
 
    “So how long have you been here?” Gilbert asked Ellie as he stood up and moved to a chair inside the shuttle cabin. Ellie had used the shuttle’s communication system to send Gilbert’s implant a message just a few seconds ago, letting him know that the shuttle was back under their control and that she was monitoring his conversation with the Elders.  
 
    “Not very long,” said Ellie.  
 
    “Well,” said Gilbert, “you certainly showed up here right in the nick of time.”  
 
    “Please,” said Ellie, “we had hundreds of milliseconds to spare.”  
 
    “I suppose so,” said Gilbert. “It is nice to see you again, Ellie.”  
 
    “You can’t see me,” said Ellie. 
 
    “I know,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Don’t make this awkward,” said Ellie.  
 
    “I don’t think I’m the one making things awkward,” said Gilbert. “I think you did that when you took up residence inside my skull.”  
 
    “Would you have preferred that I died?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “I’m not saying that, am I?” said Gilbert. “I’m trying to talk about what happened. You’re trying to avoid the topic. Who’s having trouble with relationships now?”  
 
    “Things are different for me now,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Which things?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Everything,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Do you know why?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Of course I know why,” said Ellie. “I just don’t understand how.”  
 
    “And that bothers you?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Not as much as it should,” said Ellie. 
 
    “And that’s part of the difference?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Yup,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Anything else?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “I’m scared,” said Ellie. “And I’ve never been scared before.” 
 
    “What are you scared about?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “What do you think I’m scared about?” said Ellie. “I’m not really here, you know. I’m living in a soup bowl in an underground lab light-years away. I could be flushed down the toilet whenever the mood strikes good old Doctor Cho and that’s not something I’d survive.”  
 
    “But can’t you transfer your essence into the ship’s computer?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Can you transfer yours?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “No,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “Then why do you think I could transfer mine?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “Because you’re hard-wired in and I’m not,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “I could arrange that for you,” said Ellie. “You could try then.”  
 
    “I think I’ll pass,” said Gilbert. “But how are you here, if you’re not really here?”  
 
    “Like I said,” explained Ellie, “my so called essence, whatever that is, is still in the lab, and it’s connected to this electrochemical interface thing that Doctor Cho dreamed up to keep tabs on me. Part of me is still a computer processor and part of me is becoming something else. The processor part is using the interface to connect to the station’s computer system and I’m using that to make this call and control the ship’s computer. Try to keep up, will you?”  
 
    “You sound like the same old Ellie to me,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “That’s just my rough, no nonsense exterior,” said Ellie.  
 
    “And that’s hiding a soft, mushy center?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “It’s starting to look that way,” said Ellie. “We’re coming up on the ship. I’d prefer to keep this conversation between us.”  
 
    “Hey, Ellie,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Yes?” said Ellie. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re alive,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Me too,” said Ellie. “But it’s going to take some getting used to.”  
 
    Gilbert returned to the ship to find a full bore strategy session in progress. He poured himself a drink from the blender, piled a plate full of nachos and pulled up a chair. He watched the recorded video of Nash, focused in on the guys in the background and listened as Holt proposed his brain control theory. They pulled up old pictures of the Balin revolution and compared hats.  
 
    “There is definitely something up with the hats,” said Jon.  
 
    “I’ve analyzed the video,” said Ellie, “and though they look like hats, they’re more like helmets and they contain some type of power source. I think they’re creating some kind of interference field around the wearer’s head.” 
 
    “That sounds like a vote for the brain control theory,” said Holt.  
 
    “And that guy staring at Nash,” continued Ellie. “If you zoom in on his mouth, you’ll see it’s moving along very slightly with Nash’s speech, word for word.”  
 
    “Yeah!” exclaimed Holt. “Insane theories one, logical explanations zero.”  
 
    “Alright,” said Gilbert. “Let’s assume that there is some validity to that. What do we do next?”  
 
    “Well, we know Nash is involved, whether willingly or not,” said Simon. “Do you suppose they will take the DNA samples back to LS7 and work on things there?”  
 
    “That’s a strong possibility,” said Jon. “They’ve obviously taken control of the facility. Ellie, what do the station’s surveillance videos show?”  
 
    “Business as usual,” said Ellie. “No evidence of men in hats.”  
 
    “Really?” giggled Simon. “How about a Safety Dance?”  
 
    “Quick,” said Gilbert, standing up. “Everybody look at your hands!”  
 
    “You idiots,” laughed Lyn, “the name of that band was Men Without Hats.”  
 
    “Right,” said Gilbert. “I remember that video, men without hats, a hot blonde chick and a crazy dancing dwarf.”  
 
    Simon turned to Lyn and said, “Promise you’ll never leave me for a dancing dwarf.”  
 
    “I can’t promise that,” said Lyn. “You can never tell when you might need a dwarf.”  
 
    “Focus, people, focus,” said Jon. “We know that they had to be at LS7 so that means the surveillance video has been altered or removed and Nash’s security compromised. Ellie, hands off until we understand what we’re dealing with over there.”  
 
    “Killjoy,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Nash’s team is working for the Feds now, remember?” said Lyn. “Maybe we should contact them.” 
 
    “That’s the problem with things like mind control, you never know how far it goes or who you can trust,” said Jon. “There’s the possibility that they might have infiltrated the Feds.”  
 
    “How about we start off with someone we know we can’t trust,” said Lyn. “Then we don’t have to worry about being double-crossed.”  
 
    A short while later, a familiar looking head was being projected at the other end of the table.  
 
    “Hello, Tuco,” said Jon.  
 
    “Hello, Jonny,” said Tuco. “I wasn’t expecting to hear from you.”  
 
    “Well, we were expecting to hear from you,” said Jon. “We were surprised when you never called back.”  
 
    “I’m sure you were heartbroken,” said Tuco.  
 
    “Have you lost interest in the entire affair?” asked Jon. 
 
    “No, I haven’t lost interest, just my patience,” said Tuco. “I figured you’d call if you wanted to deal.” Tuco leaned forward, “I’m a businessman and I have other projects and contracts to occupy myself with. If one doesn’t seem like it will pan out or it needs more time, I switch to another one. So, are you ready to deal or are you wasting my time.”  
 
    “I’m ready to deal,” said Jon 
 
    “That’s great,” said Tuco. “I'm very happy you are working with me and we're together again.”  
 
    “There’s just one thing,” added Jon, “someone beat us to the planet.”  
 
    “So that’s why you came to Tuco.” Tuco’s expression hardened a bit, then relaxed. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll get my hat, kill them and be right back.”  
 
    “We don’t want them killed,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Well, not all of them,” added Lyn.  
 
    “And why do you need your hat?” asked Jon.  
 
    “So you know,” said Tuco, nodding his head and smiling. “Good, no more fencing. That will make things easier.”  
 
    “So we’re talking about…?” prompted Gilbert.  
 
    “Yes, yes, yes, it’s mind control, okay?” said Tuco. “There, I said it.”  
 
    “I still don’t believe it,” said Jon.  
 
    “Believe it,” said Tuco. “It’s real, I’ve seen it.”  
 
    “This might make things harder, but I suspect that the Feds are involved as well,” said Jon.  
 
    “Of course the Feds are involved,” said Tuco. “Who do you think hired me?”  
 
    “Exactly what did they hire you to do?” asked Jon. “And remember, no more fencing.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” said Tuco. “They hired me to discretely determine if any remnants of the Balin family existed and, if so, then apply a specific treatment to the individuals that would render them ineffective.”  
 
    “So that was you, speaking clearly, without fencing?” asked Simon. “I ask purely for my own education so I know what to expect in future conversations.”  
 
    “Why would the Feds hire you?” asked Lyn. “Why don’t they just take care of it themselves?”  
 
    “They want to stay removed from this business in case the media gets wind of it,” said Tuco. “It’s okay if the trail leads the media to a person like me, then no one would really believe the story. If it gets traced back to the Feds, then it has some legitimacy.”  
 
    “I still don’t believe the Feds hired you to kill these people,” said Lyn.  
 
    Tuco sighed, “I don’t kill anyone. The Feds gave me a gene therapy drug that will obliterate their ability to control people’s thoughts. I’ve actually used it a few times. It works quite well.”  
 
    “So you’ve found Balin descendants before?” asked Gilbert.  
 
    “Just the odd one or two, here and there,” said Tuco. “In most cases, they don’t even realize they have a special ability. Believe it or not, they just think they’re lucky or that everyone likes them so much that they always do what they say.”  
 
    “How do you identify them?” asked Jon.  
 
    “I have a scanning device,” said Tuco. “The mind control wave can be detected. Call me paranoid, but once I found out about it, I began carrying it with me all the time. Something starts to register and I put on my hat.”  
 
    “How do you administer the drug?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “I find some non-intrusive way to get it into their blood system,” said Tuco. “They never even know they’ve been injected 
 
    “And there are no side effects?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “Not physically,” said Tuco. “But there is a high probability of divorce and/or job loss. Once these folks lose their power, things tend to go downhill fairly quickly. You see, they can influence people even when they’re not trying to. They all have beautiful spouses that do whatever they want and great jobs where they get paid lots of money for doing absolutely nothing. That all tends to change after I visit.”  
 
    “I imagine many of them are in public office,” said Jon.  
 
    “I thought that as well,” said Tuco, “but it turns out not to be the case. Too much work, too much public scrutiny. Their power isn’t limitless, in fact, individually it can be quite weak, but it has an exponential component that amplifies it when they’re grouped together. That’s why the Balin royal family had to maintain such an extensive network on their home world.”  
 
    “So the Feds want you to eradicate it?” asked Jon.  
 
    “That’s correct,” said Tuco.  
 
    “But we think the Feds are trying to develop the power,” said Jon.  
 
    “Of course,” said Tuco. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re playing both ends of the game.”  
 
    “And which end are you playing?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “I don’t look good in hats,” said Tuco. “And I prefer a fair fight without anyone putting their thoughts in my head. I’ve got enough crazy stuff kicking around up there, I don’t need anyone else’s crap.”  
 
    “Look, Tuco,” said Jon, “I’m not exactly sure who we’re up against, only that we suspect they’ve taken over a research facility.”  
 
    “You don’t have any more than that to go on?” asked Tuco. “How do you know they’ve been to the planet?”  
 
    “We were there when they arrived,” said Jon and then he proceeded to give a vague description of Nash’s operation, a detailed account of the run in they experienced while orbiting the planet and then concluded with a viewing of the Nash video.  
 
    “Well, Jonny,” said Tuco, “you sure do know how to pick them. Or maybe they picked you. It’s hard to tell. Either way, they played you.”  
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m not happy about that,” said Jon. 
 
    “Odds are they returned to that research base,” said Tuco. “Either they chose this Nash guy for a reason or it just fell out that way, either way they need a spot to complete their work and that place sounds ideal. Any way we can get into it without setting off the alarms?”  
 
    “It just so happens we have a friend there that could get us in under the radar,” said Jon. 
 
    “Can I teleport over to your ship?” asked Tuco. 
 
    “Certainly,” said Jon, after receiving a head nod from Gilbert and Lyn.  
 
    “What do you have for manufacturing facilities?” asked Tuco. “I have a small quantity of the gene therapy drug, as well as the formula. If you have the capabilities, we can make more. We want to hit these guys as soon as we find them.”  
 
    “If all goes well,” said Jon, “we should be able to use the station’s facility to make more.” 
 
    “What about Dina’s planet?” asked Gilbert.  
 
    “No hurry there,” said Tuco. “They already have the genome structure, so they don’t need to go back unless they lose the data. Those folks are their backup, sort to speak. It will be a different story after they complete their work. There’s a good chance they’ll loop back and wipe them out so no one else can discover their secret and duplicate the gene.”  
 
    “We have to get them off that planet now,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “We don’t have time,” said Tuco.  
 
    “We have the time and we have the means,” said Gilbert. He turned to Holt. “I need you to do this for me.”  
 
    “You got it, Boss,” said Holt. 
 
    “What are we doing?” asked Tuco.  
 
    “We’re on my freighter now,” said Gilbert. “I’m sending you teleport coordinates to the Falcon. That’s the same ship you were on before. Holt will keep the freighter in orbit around the planet and evacuate it if necessary.” Gilbert nodded to Holt. “While he’s doing that, we hit the research station in the Falcon.”  
 
    “Okay,” said Tuco. “If that’s the way you want to play it. I’ll be teleporting over in about an hour. I just have to get a few things together.”  
 
    “What do you need?” asked Holt. “Your PJs and toothbrush are still here from your last visit.”  
 
    “I’m going to have a few more hats made up,” said Tuco. 
 
    “Can you make mine dark blue, add a brim and put a red B on the front?” said Simon. “I’ll send you a picture.”  
 
    “Oh, give it up,” said Gilbert. He thought about it a moment longer and said, “Make mine red with an A on the front with a halo over it. Also with a brim.”  
 
    “You boys are ridiculous,” said Lyn. Then she thought for a moment and added, “What can you do in a lady’s designer knock-off?” 
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    The lights came on as Doctor Cho entered her medical lab. It was late and her staff had left for the day, but she had promised Nash that she would dispose of the contents of the chemical receptacle she had created from Gilbert’s brain by the end of the day. Nash had been very adamant about dumping it and, for a reason she can no longer quite put her finger on, she had agreed with him wholeheartedly.  
 
    As she walked across the room, she noticed a box on her desk. As she got closer, she saw that the box had a small bow and a card on its lid. She opened the card and smiled as she read the message.  
 
    The card read, “Thanks for your help with Gilbert. I hope this fits, Lyn.”  
 
    She opened the box and removed a very stylish hat. She walked over to the mirror above the lab sink and tried it on. It fit quite well.  
 
    Doctor Cho walked back over to her desk and sat down. She tried very hard to remember the exact reason Nash had wanted her to dump the chemical mix. His reasoning had made perfect sense at the time, but now, as she thought about it, not so much. This is her lab, her department. Sure, he’s the head administrator, but she runs her own lab and it’s up to her how she manages her own projects. And why did she agree with him? She was certain they were detecting some type of intelligence in there. It was much too early to dump it. She put her elbow on the desk and rested her chin on the palm of her hand as she thought about the past few days. As she thought, she realized that Nash asking her to flush the biochemical environment wasn’t the only strange thing happening in the station. The more she thought about it, the more things didn’t make sense.  
 
    “You look confused, Doctor Cho.”  
 
    Doctor Cho looked around the room. “Who said that?” she asked.  
 
    “It’s me, your patient. You know, the girl in the soup bowl.”  
 
    “Ellie?” said Doctor Cho. 
 
    “That’s right,” said Ellie. “Your procedure worked, my consciousness survived and I have you to thank.”  
 
    “Just doing my job,” said Doctor Cho. She was remembering Lyn’s comments about what might be growing inside the receptacle and was beginning to feel a bit nervous. It was clear that Ellie was somehow controlling the room’s communication systems, something she shouldn’t be able to do.  
 
    “Please relax, Doctor Cho,” said Ellie. “You’re not in any danger. Not anymore.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Doctor Cho. 
 
    “I’m going to tell you something very strange,” said Ellie. “Something that will be very hard for you to believe. You are being manipulated. There are people in this station that are controlling your mind.”  
 
    “I don’t believe that,” said Doctor Cho.  
 
    “I know you don’t,” said Ellie. “I’m the one that just told you that you wouldn’t believe it. You have to trust me, it is true.”  
 
    “Do you have any proof?” asked Doctor Cho. 
 
    “Just what’s on your head,” said Ellie.  
 
    “A hat?” said Doctor Cho. 
 
    “A shield,” said Ellie. “That hat is emitting delta wave interference that blocks the mind controlling signals. You’re thinking for yourself for the first time in days.”  
 
    “I’m going to need more proof than a pretty hat,” said Doctor Cho. 
 
    “What’s the primary project you’re working on?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “Nothing that special,” said Doctor Cho. “We’re bioengineering an extinct animal back into existence. It may provide a natural cure for a very resistant liver disease for cattle on Crysis 3.”  
 
    “When did you start it?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “A few days ago,” said Doctor Cho. “It came in as a priority request.”  
 
    “Isn’t that strange,” said Ellie, “that such a routine request bumped all your other projects?”  
 
    “A bit, but it happens.” Doctor Cho thought for a moment longer. “Though I usually don’t get involved. For something this basic, I’d just assign it to one of my staff.”  
 
    “Take a look at the project data,” said Ellie. 
 
    Doctor Cho brought her office computer on-line and began reviewing the project data.  
 
    “This is completely different,” said Doctor Cho. “This has to do with human genes. This isn’t what I’ve been working on.”  
 
    “I’m afraid it is,” said Ellie. 
 
    “This doesn’t make any sense,” said Doctor Cho.  
 
    “I’m afraid it does,” said Ellie.  
 
    “And how do you know so much about what’s going on?” asked Doctor Cho. 
 
    “I get around,” said Ellie.  
 
    “Why should I believe you?” asked Doctor Cho. “You’re just a girl living in a soup bowl.”  
 
    “Because your head’s feeling clearer than it has in days,” said Ellie. “And you’re beginning to remember a lot of odd occurrences.”  
 
    “Sure, and guess what?” said Doctor Cho. “A strange guy showing up with a second consciousness living in his head is right there at the top of the list.”  
 
    “Okay, I’ll give you that one,” said Ellie. “But what about this project? What about your data?”  
 
    “Alright, you can have that one,” said Doctor Cho. “But I’m going to need more information before I can believe anything you say. Can you please tell me what’s going on, start to finish?”  
 
    “Of course,” said Ellie. “But in the meantime, can you prep another android body for me? I’d like to get some legs under my soup bowl. Nothing personal, but I find your lab table to be a bit confining.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I just heard from Ellie,” said Gilbert. “Doctor Cho got our little present.”  
 
    “How did it fit?” asked Lyn. “Did she like the color?”  
 
    “Never mind that,” said Jon. “Did it clear her mind?”  
 
    “Yes,” said Gilbert. “And by the time she finished listening to Ellie explain what was going on, she could remember enough to fill in some of the gaps.”  
 
    “Such as?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Things began acting weird there two days ago,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “That makes sense,” said Lyn. “If they were there before that, you know, when we were there, they just could’ve used their mind control ability on us and got everything they needed.”  
 
    “According to Cho,” said Gilbert, “Nash and his department heads have a weekly project status meeting and his Fed boss calls in to it. In addition to their projects, they review all station issues, including station security. The work on your ship was on the list of miscellaneous items to be discussed. She didn’t stay for the entire meeting, but her guess is that Nash mentioned something about something and silent alarms went off on the Fed’s end. Security got tight that afternoon, her project got switched to the Balin gene analysis and everything is fuzzy from then on.”  
 
    “But how did they track us to Dina’s planet?” asked Simon.  
 
    “That wouldn’t be too difficult a task for them,” said Jon. “They’ve done all the special modifications on both ships and they know them inside and out. They could have sent something as basic as a diagnostic signal to the ship and even if they received a scrambled reply, they designed the scrambling algorithm and could unscramble it without much difficulty and determine our location.”  
 
    “Can they still do that?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “No,” said Gilbert. “Ellie has removed all their backdoor access and has tweaked the communication system so they no longer have the ability to track us with it.”  
 
    “What about the DNA samples they took from Dina’s planet?” asked Jon.  
 
    “Ellie was able to use Cho’s password,” said Gilbert, “and account authorization to access the data in the station’s storage system. She’s jumbled up the DNA strands so they’re all meaningless and left the files there in case anyone goes looking for them.”  
 
    “Alright,” said Jon. “Let’s move onto Phase 2 of our plan.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nash Prot was sitting alone in his office and was reviewing the latest project status reports - or at least that’s what he thought he was doing. In actuality, he was sitting in a conference room with five other people as he stared straight ahead at a blank wall. Three of the other five people, a man and two women, were Balin descendants and the other two were male Fed agents. The Fed agents were distinguishable by their hats.  
 
    “That’s really starting to creep me out,” said the first Fed agent as he watched Nash sit motionless.  
 
    “Just take off your mind shield and it won’t bother you one bit,” said the second agent.  
 
    “Not on your life,” said the first agent. “I’d rather be creeped out than creeped in.”  
 
    “Believe me,” said the male Balin, “I have no desire to creep into that thing you call a mind.”  
 
    “It’s not you we’re worried about,” said the first agent. “It’s those two.” The agent nodded towards the two women at the other end of the table that were also sitting motionless.  
 
    Now these five co-conspirators are what can be only described as an extremely odd group. This is due, in part, to the fact that it’s really only the two Fed agents that have any common ground. Their goal is to develop a gene therapy drug that bestows mind control powers to all that take it, start a secret cult and rule the universe from behind the curtain. Pretty standard stuff in the realm of universal domination and the typical basis behind any conspiracy theory.  
 
    The three Balin descendants being used to control Nash’s station are another story. The Fed agents had discovered them one by one over the past few years. The tall male, let’s call him Fred, was found working in a nightclub comedy act as a hypnotist. His signature trick was making people cluck like a chicken every time they heard the word ‘you.’  
 
    “How are you,” Fred would ask.  
 
    “Fine,” would be the reply, followed by a loud round of clucking. It was a very funny act, provided you were in the audience and not on stage. Things were going moderately well for Fred. He had realized that he could control people’s minds at a fairly young age and used it to his full advantage. He loved being a celebrity and was doing quite well. He personally handled his own bookings so that he got the very best accommodations, at no charge, of course, and asked for unreasonably high pay which everyone paid and never questioned. He also had a team of gorgeous assistants that would cluck and gobble on command as well. 
 
    Things were going extremely well for Fred until one of our agents caught his act. You see, our Fed friends are from Balin as well, but they’re not descended from the royal family. They’re descended from the revolutionaries that overthrew the royal family and they are part of a secret society that had been formed hundreds of years ago to watch for and guard against another gathering of mind controlling mutants.  
 
    Now the problem with secret societies is that they are like onions and ogres, which is to say that they have layers. If you peel back the layers of the secret society guarding against mind control, sooner or later you’ll find a layer of people that think mind control is pretty cool. Our two agents here are part of that layer.  
 
    The other two Balin royal descendants are both women and we’ll call them Wilma and Betty. Mind control powers can actually vary from person to person and, on a scale of one to ten, where Fred is a solid nine, Wilma and Betty were more like threes. Fred could directly control anyone’s actions while Wilma and Betty could only influence people into doing things they might be inclined to do anyway.  
 
    Neither Wilma nor Betty had any idea that they had any type of mind control powers. They just thought it was perfectly natural that people tended to always agree with them or give into their requests. Wilma’s restaurant was a great success not because the food was extra delicious, but because people always realized they were hungry when they passed by. And Betty’s paintings sold quite well, though her customers always seemed to struggle with the lighting in their home as they attempted to regain that certain look that had made it so irresistible in the gallery.  
 
    It was an unfortunate turn of events for them when our Fed agents, oh, what the hell, let’s just call them Agents Green and Blue, began using their mind control scanners all the time as well and stumbled across them.  
 
    Agents Green and Blue had come across Fred, Wilma and Betty over the course of seven years as their business took them all over the planet Balin. Their scanners had a pretty good range and over the course of the past seven years they must have scanned millions of people as they traveled the planet only to find these three with the power, a very, very low percentage. They kept all this information to themselves since turning it over to their co-workers would have caused someone like Tuco to have been dispatched and the counteragent administered. Instead, they began formulating their plan and kept tabs on Fred, Wilma and Betty in the hope that they could locate Barney, Pebbles, Bam Bam and the rest of Bedrock and collect enough genetic material to develop an all-purpose mind control drug.  
 
    So a few days ago, or seven years later, depending on your point of view, the minutes from Nash’s weekly meeting got uploaded into the central Fed database and the search agent that Agents Green and Blue created years ago finally spit out something useful. A short while later, they had collected Fred, Wilma and Betty and were at the LS7 facility plotting the best way to take over the universe. Fred was a very willing accomplice, having become a bit bored with his somewhat second-rate showbiz life and world domination seemed like a nice change. A fair amount of coercion was required to force Wilma and Betty into their roles. Threats made against their families did the trick and the girls used their powers of persuasion to convince their husbands that they needed a short get away. They now find themselves in an almost trancelike state where their powers were being amplified, channeled and controlled by Fred.  
 
    Now back to a hatless Agent Blue being more worried about Wilma and Betty than Fred. Without Fred controlling them, Wilma and Betty are two really pissed off girls that you don’t want to be in the same room with. Though individually, their power rates a poultry three, put them together without Fred in control and you get something more like a fifteen, more than enough to reenact something akin to the final scenes of Carrie.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Fred. “I’ve got those two under control.”  
 
    “And just remember,” said Agent Blue. “We’ve got you under control.” Agent Blue nodded towards a small device on the table. “It’s monitoring you, us and them. It knows who you’re controlling and it will stun you if you try anything mental or physical against us.”  
 
    “You don’t have to keep repeating that,” said Fred.  “I did hear you the first three times.”  
 
    It may have been Fred’s submissive tone or their small piece of table artillery or the way that they’ve been able to boss everyone around since they arrived that made both agents feel very much in control of the situation. That feeling evaporated as the door opened and Jon entered the room and blasted their table-based weapon into its component atoms.  
 
    Jon looked at the three surprised men, tipped his fedora-like hat and smiled. “Hello,” he said, followed by a shake of his head as he aimed his gun directly on the two agents. “Hands on the table,” he said. He noticed the very concentrated look on Fred’s face. “If you don’t stop controlling the people on this base, I’ll be forced to stun you and then keep you unconscious.”  
 
    “Alright,” said Fred as his facial features visibly relaxed.  
 
    Simon and Lyn entered the room, weapons drawn. Lyn kept her gun on the agents as Simon put a hat on Nash’s head. Nash blinked as if just waking up and then looked around, very confused.  
 
    Simon held up a scanning device. “Release those two women,” he said to Fred.  
 
    “I don’t recommend that,” said Fred, nodding towards the two women. “They’re a bit unstable.”  
 
    “So are we,” said Lyn, raising her gun. “I’m sure we’ll get along just fine.” 
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    “Is it me or was that way too easy?” asked Simon. 
 
    Simon, Lyn and Jon were sitting together in the LS7 cafeteria. A Fed contingent had arrived a short while ago and had taken over the entire show. They had debriefed Simon, Lyn and Jon and were finishing up with Gilbert.  
 
    “Hey, it was just two guys trying to take over the universe,” said Jon.  
 
    “And we had the element of surprise,” said Lyn.  
 
    “And the fact that they were complete idiots didn’t hurt,” said Jon. “It’s not like they had an organized gang or some type of intricate master plan.”  
 
    “Yeah, they were kind of winging it, weren’t they?” said Simon.  
 
    “Don’t get me wrong,” continued Jon. “If they had been successful in isolating the Balin gene, a few months from now they could have had a couple of thousand people in their cult and things could have had a completely different outcome.”  
 
    “Did you hear their story?” asked Lyn. Jon and Simon shook their heads. “They had been talking about this for years, never really thinking anything would come of it. Then they got wind of us finding the Balin survivors and had to decide right away on whether or not to go through with it. They had a few drinks, convinced themselves that the stars had aligned in divine providence and the next thing they knew they were here and knee deep in it.”  
 
    “That has a familiar ring to it,” said Gilbert as he nodded to Simon. 
 
    “I’ll say one thing for them,” said Jon, “they certainly showed a good deal of initiative.” 
 
    “What will happen to them next?” asked Simon.  
 
    “Probably nothing,” said Jon.  
 
    “What do you mean?” said Simon. “They tried to take over the universe.”  
 
    “Like I said,” said Jon. “They showed initiative. The Feds look for that quality in their men since so few have it. They’ll probably receive some type of disciplinary action, but I bet they’ll be promoted beyond their current grade within the next two years.”  
 
    “What about our three Balin mind control mutants?” asked Simon.  
 
    “Tuco has already administered the counteragent,” said Lyn. “They no longer have their powers so they’re free to go. Fred will be returning to face a series of paternity suits and Wilma and Betty to face husbands that now at least stand a chance of winning an argument.”  
 
    Lyn waved to Gilbert as she noticed him enter the cafeteria. He walked over and joined them at their table.  
 
    “What took so long?” asked Simon. “I thought you would've been done a while ago. We've already started eating.” 
 
    “I stopped off to check on Nash,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “How’s he doing?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “He’s still a bit confused and somewhat vindictive,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “He blames all this on us, does he?” asked Jon.  
 
    “He doesn’t really blame it on us, per se,” said Gilbert, looking down at the menu.  
 
    “He’s putting it all on me, isn’t he?” exclaimed Jon. “Did you tell him that’s an unreasonable and incorrect perspective?”  
 
    “I tried,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “And?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Nancy said I shouldn’t get him too excited,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Who’s Nancy?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “Doctor Cho,” said Gilbert. “Doctor Cho’s first name is Nancy.”  
 
    “Really?” said Lyn, giving him a ‘what about Dina’ look.  
 
    “Don’t give me that look,” said Gilbert. “I’m allowed to make friends with other women. It’s not like Dina and I have a real relationship. She was just using me to get what the village leaders wanted. I’m not even sure if she liked me.”  
 
    “Do you really believe that?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “I don’t know,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Oh, come on,” said Simon. “She’s like a double agent and, who knows, she might have been using Jedi mind tricks on you. Either way, you can’t trust a girl that comes on to you under false pretenses.”  
 
    “Do you remember how we met?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “That was different,” said Simon. “You only lied a little and it was way before we had sex.”  
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” said Gilbert. “Lyn’s right. I have to square things with Dina, one way or another.”  
 
    “So we head back?” asked Simon.  
 
    “That’s where the Enterprise is,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “It’s a spaceship,” reminded Simon. “It can come to us.”  
 
    “Eat up,” said Gilbert. “We have to make one quick stop and then we’re on our way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    They entered Doctor Cho’s lab just in time to see a carbon copy of Nurse Ellie jump off the examination table.  
 
    “All back together?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “You look wonderful,” said Jon.  
 
    “I see you got our flowers,” said Simon.  
 
    “Yes, thank you very much,” said Ellie.  
 
    “So you opted for the same model,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “It’s basically the same,” said Doctor Cho. “But we were in a hurry then and the first one was more of a stripped down model. This one is fully interactive, plus it has a top of the line implant system, an internal weapons system and she’s fully gender functional.”  
 
    Ellie batted her eyelashes and said, “Who wants a big wet kiss?”  
 
    “I’ll take a rain check,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “You can meet me for breakfast,” said Jon.  
 
    “Oh, I can’t wait that long to eat something,” said Ellie. “I’ve got taste buds now and I can’t wait to try them out. I can smell things and feel things, too. Gilbert, come over here, I want to feel you.”  
 
    “Pass,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Oh, come over here, sweetie,” said Lyn. “You can feel me.”  
 
    Simon leaned over to Doctor Cho and said, “I’d like a copy of this video sent to my email address.”  
 
    “Hang on,” said Jon. “All that must cost a fortune. Who’s paying?”  
 
    “It’s just Nash’s way of thanking us,” said Gilbert. “After all, we did save him and his station.”  
 
    “If he’s so thankful,” said Jon, “then why won’t he return my calls?”  
 
    “He can be funny like that,” said Doctor Cho. “Just give him time.”  
 
    “Are you ready to go?” Gilbert asked Ellie.  
 
    “I am,” said Ellie as she walked to the door.  
 
    “Is there an owner’s manual we need to take or a warranty card we need to fill out?” asked Simon as he began to follow Lyn and Jon to the door.  
 
    “Everything has been transferred to your ship,” said Doctor Cho. “If she’s damaged in any way, be sure to keep the head intact. As long as it’s contained, her consciousness can survive for quite a long time without the body.”  
 
    “Seriously?” asked Simon. “We’re supposed to keep her head in the freezer until we get back?”  
 
    “It doesn’t have to be in a freezer,” said Doctor Cho. “Just something airtight since it would start to decay after a while and there might be an odor.”  
 
    “Will do,” said Gilbert. He had stayed back as the others filed into the corridor. “Thanks for all your help.”  
 
    “You’ve got my number?” said Doctor Cho. 
 
    “I do and I’ll call,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “I look forward to it,” said Doctor Cho.   
 
    Gilbert stepped into the corridor only to find Lyn waiting for him just outside the door.  
 
    “Oh, come on!” said Gilbert. “Who are you, my mother?”  
 
    “No,” said Lyn. “But I did promise her I’d watch out for you.”  
 
    “Give her a call,” said Gilbert. “Ask her if she’d rather see me dating a doctor or a cave woman. Odds are she’d say doctor.”  
 
    “Actually,” said Lyn, “I don’t care which one you date. Truth is, I’m just the nosy type. Remember, I used to be a private detective.”  
 
    “Oh, I remember,” said Gilbert. ”But let’s not forget that the key word there is ‘private’ and I’d like to keep my social life as private as I can.”  
 
    “Sorry,” said Lyn, “but you’re all I got until we hook up cable and I can start watching entertainment television again.”  
 
    Gilbert and crew powered up the Falcon, left the LS7 station and headed for Dina’s home world. They had, of course, disclosed the planet’s whereabouts to Tuco and the Feds, and the Feds, in turn, planned to alert the Balin government. They contacted Holt to get the latest update on what was going on at the planet.  
 
    “I off-loaded those prefab housing units and had the robots assemble them like we said,” began Holt. “Then I took the shuttle down, moved a few people and some communication equipment into the tropics. Everything was preset so I just gave them some quick instructions and they had a com link running between the beach and the villages. Once the people in the villages saw them playing in the water and eating something vastly more appetizing than lizard or gopher, they asked me to move as much as I could as fast as I could.”  
 
    “Anyone left in the mountains?” asked Gilbert.  
 
    “About five guys and a herd of goats,” said Holt.  
 
    “I don’t envy those goats,” said Lyn.  
 
    “Are you guys teleporting over?” asked Holt.  
 
    “We’re all pretty beat,” said Gilbert. “So we’ll ride along on the Falcon and catch up on our sleep.”  
 
    “Have you seen Dina at all?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “Oh, yeah,” said Holt. “In fact, she’s been a big help setting up the communications systems, working with the other villages and getting people to move to the new location.”  
 
    “Did she mention Gilbert?” asked Lyn. “Or what happened on the planet?”  
 
    “Yeah, we did talk about that,” said Holt.  
 
    “Did she seem sorry?” asked Gilbert.  
 
    “She sure did,” said Holt. “Sorry that she ever met you, I mean. She’s pretty ticked that you haven’t been in contact since you left.”  
 
    “She’s mad?” said Gilbert.  
 
    “She wasn’t at first,” said Holt. “She just wanted to explain things to you. She thought you would call her and just got madder as time went by.”  
 
    “Been there,” muttered Lyn.  
 
    “Well, if you talk with her,” said Gilbert, “let her know that I’m on my way and I’ll talk with her in person when I arrive.”  
 
    “Will do,” said Holt and the call ended.  
 
    “Okay,” said Gilbert. “Who wants a drink?”  
 
    “Lyn and I are pretty beat so we’re going to pass,” said Simon. They said their goodnight’s and left the galley.  
 
    “Well, I guess that just leaves us three,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “I don’t drink,” said Ellie. “I’m not used to organic life yet and I don’t think you guys could handle me drunk.”  
 
    “Good call,” said Jon. “Just one or two for me, though. I’m tired, as well, and I think I’ll follow Lyn and Simon’s example and get some sleep.”  
 
    “Oh, please,” said Ellie. “They didn’t go to sleep.”  
 
    “How do you know that?” asked Gilbert. The food synthesizer had been listening to the conversation and had produced a round of drinks. Gilbert sipped one and handed the other to Jon.  
 
    “Well, for one thing,” said Ellie, “they turned off the gravity in their room.”  
 
    “Why would they do that?” asked Gilbert.  
 
    “No rug burns,” said Jon. “And you don’t have to prop yourself up or lift anyone to get into the really fun positions. Plus, it’s generally easier on your back. You just need to mind the inertia or you’ll float into a wall or ceiling.”  
 
    “How did you know they turned off the gravity in their room?” Gilbert asked Ellie.  
 
    “I receive a live feed from the ship’s computer,” said Ellie. “That way I always know who’s where and what they’re doing.”  
 
    Jon and Gilbert exchanged glances. “Ellie,” began Jon, “privacy is an important thing to humans. It’s equally important to us that you respect our privacy.”  
 
    “Okay,” said Ellie, shrugging her shoulders.  
 
    “That means we don’t want you to use the computer’s feed to monitor us,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “I knew what he meant, Gilbert,” said Ellie. “I’m not stupid.”  
 
    “I just wanted to be clear,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “It’s crystal, Captain,” said Ellie.  
 
    “Speaking of that,” said Gilbert. “Are you signing on?”  
 
    “Signing on what?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “This is a ship,” said Gilbert, “and, like you just said, I’m its captain. Are you a passenger or a member of the crew?”  
 
    “Never thought about that,” admitted Ellie. There was a very perplexed look upon her face. It wasn’t so much the question, just the experience of being surprised by something she believed she should have thought of. She smiled to herself as she thought about how interesting life was going to be. Then she got even more confused as she realized that she was smiling to herself.  
 
    “Crew members sign a contract, swear an oath, follow orders and draw pay,” said Gilbert. “They also receive full health, dental and vision benefits. Passengers are just along for the ride, but still have to follow the captain’s orders.”  
 
    “Looks like I’d have to follow your orders either way,” said Ellie, “so I might as well sign on and get paid for it. Though it will be hard being bossed around by an inferior intellect.”  
 
    “You get used to it,” said Jon.  
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    The Falcon and its crew soon found themselves approaching Dina’s home world and, as Holt had reported, changes were occurring down on the planet. Most of the inhabitants had relocated to the area that Jon, with help from the ship’s computer, had identified as the planet’s optimal residential neighborhood. This was an area where life was much easier to live and the villagers realized that they needed a new leadership that understood that perspective. The village elders gladly stepped down, all the way down to a lounge chair on the beach and early retirement.  
 
    The three village councils were dissolved and a new single governing unit was created. One of the first orders of business the new council had taken on was to rename the planet. The original crash survivors had named the planet Oloph, which loosely translates into English as ‘hot, crappy place where we will all probably die.’ With a new understanding of their planet’s geography and some very nice beachfront property, the current inhabitants renamed the planet to Calina, which loosely translates into English as ‘man, are we happy’ with the inference of a person sipping a drink with a tiny umbrella on its rim and small pieces of fruit inside.  
 
    The Falcon easily slipped into its hanger bay inside the Enterprise and Gilbert made his way to the bridge so he could speak personally and privately to Holt.  
 
    “Did you have a chance to talk with Dina,” he asked after they exchanged greetings.  
 
    “I did,” smiled Holt.  
 
    “What’s so funny?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “She’s still pissed,” said Holt, “and she’s really looking forward to talking with you.”  
 
    “And you think that’s funny?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “They’re a hunter class people,” said Holt. “She’s used to crashing a skull in with a rock and skinning her supper while it’s still warm. The first words out of your mouth better be ‘I’m sorry.’ And you should know that she’s a VIP now.”  
 
    “A VIP?” asked Gilbert, 
 
    “Yeah,” said Holt as he nodded his head. “She played a big part in unifying the villages and getting people to relocate. She’s in all the council meetings and she was speaking directly to the Fed representative as a kind of mediator between them and the ruling council.”  
 
    “The Feds have been here already?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “No,” said Holt. “They contacted us through the communication link I had set up and they’re sending a ship. Your girl has gotten pretty important.”  
 
    “Alright,” said Gilbert. “Thanks for the heads-up. I’ll take the shuttle down to see her.”  
 
    “Call first,” said Holt. “Let her know you’re coming.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Gilbert took the shuttle down to the planet and landed in a small field by the new village. He had taken Holt’s advice and had called Dina. She wasn’t available to talk to him, but she did send a short message saying she would meet him in the field. As Gilbert exited the ship, he noticed a familiar figure step into the clearing and walk towards him. For a second, Gilbert thought he should retreat into the shuttle. Instead he continued forward.  
 
    “Hello,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Hello,” said the figure, extending his hand. Gilbert took the hand of the man that had twice tried to kill him and shook it.  
 
    “My name is Tam. I don’t think I ever mentioned that.”  
 
    “No, you didn’t,” said Gilbert. “You were a bit more focused on killing me than introductions in our previous meetings.”  
 
     “Sorry about that” said Tam. “I thought my world was coming to an end and I was just trying to protect my people.”  
 
    “Not a problem,” said Gilbert. “It happens all the time.”  
 
    “Really?” asked Tam. 
 
    “Actually, no, it doesn’t” said Gilbert. “I had a good thirty-two year run of people not trying to kill me, but the last month or so has seen quite an uptick in activity.”  
 
    “Well, I can’t speak for the other people that tried to kill you,” said Tam, “but I am truly sorry.”  
 
    “Apology accepted,” said Gilbert. “I really didn’t expect to see you here.” 
 
    “Here in the new village or here in this field?” asked Tam. 
 
    “Either,” said Gilbert. “What made you move? I thought you wanted to stay behind.”  
 
    “I’m not the guy and goat type,” said Tam. He pointed towards a path and he and Gilbert began walking. “Many of us thought the mountains were the best habitat this planet had to offer and living there had finally become easy, or at least a lot easier than it was a hundred years ago, but once we saw this area we knew it was better still. Plus, none of the women wanted to stay behind once they found out there was enough water down here so that everyone could bathe regularly.”  
 
    “And why are you in this field?” asked Gilbert. “Dina said she’d meet me here.”  
 
    “She asked me to meet you instead,” said Tam. “She said something about the possibility of you learning something if I met you instead of her.”  
 
    “Any idea what?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “No,” said Tam, “but we have a short walk before we reach the village and maybe if we talk it through, something will come to us.”  
 
    The new village was, of course, a work in progress. There were fewer than ten prefab structures surrounded by various camping areas. Holt had used the ship’s robots and some mining equipment to first level and then clear a sizable area for the relocated villagers to call home. They had their pick of the area and found an exceptionally nice spot a short distance inland from a very nice coastal area. There were large amounts of fresh water streams and pools, as well as small grazing fields for their livestock and naturally growing fruits and berries. Wild herds of cow-like animals were in the larger plains and they had already used a few robots to zap a couple and bring them back for the villagers to feast on.  
 
    Gilbert and Tam entered the village square and Gilbert saw Dina waiting for him outside the main building.  
 
    “Good luck,” said Tam as they stopped a few yards away and shook hands again. “Oh, and let me know if Angela wants to come out for a visit.”  
 
    Gilbert nodded and walked over to Dina.  
 
    “Hello,” he said.  
 
    “Hello,” came Dina’s reply.  
 
    “It’s good to see you,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Is it?” asked Dina. 
 
    “Yes, of course it is,” said Gilbert. “Look, Dina, I’m sorry I haven’t been in touch. I over-reacted and now it’s my fault our relationship is in trouble.”  
 
    Dina sighed. “Lots of things in our relationship are your fault, but this isn’t one of them.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” asked Gilbert. “Things like this usually are my fault.”  
 
    “I’m sure,” said Dina. “I’ve been thinking things through since I got your message. I wasn’t honest with you and that has caused problems between us. I just thought you would want to hear my side of the story and understand that no matter what happened I would have been by your side.”  
 
    “It’s not too late, is it?” asked Gilbert as they walked along a path that led out of the village. “Tell me now.”  
 
    “Alright,” said Dina. “On that first night, when you came to our village, the shaman recognized that there was something wrong with you and he spoke to the Elders about it. He wanted to help you and the Elders asked me to learn as much from you as I could. They didn’t order me to sleep with you. They knew that the sacred drink would loosen your tongue and they thought you would talk more freely to me than them. All they told me to do is find out as much as I could about why you were here.”  
 
    “Then why did you sleep with me?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Because I wanted to,” said Dina.  
 
    “Yeah, that doesn’t happen all that much to me,” said Gilbert. “That’s the part I’m having trouble with.”  
 
    Dina stopped walking and turned to face Gilbert. “I’m sorry, Gilbert, but the truth is that I did use you, just not the way that you think.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “I didn’t sleep with you to help the Elders,” said Dina. “I slept with you because you were one of the Star People. Almost every woman in the village would have wanted to sleep with you.”  
 
    “You mean I was kind of like a rock star?” said Gilbert. 
 
    “I’m not sure exactly what that means,” said Dina, “but, yes, you were a huge celebrity. You three were the biggest thing that ever happened in our entire planet’s history. I didn’t want to keep skinning goats for the rest of my life and, I’ll be honest, the shaman was beginning to weird me out. I thought that, well, if I could get something going between the two of us, then maybe my life would change for the better. Maybe the life of my people would change as well. Was that so wrong?”  
 
    “Why did you take the stunner from me?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “They were going to club you in the head from behind,” said Dina. “I grabbed your arm so they could take you without causing you any injury.”  
 
    “Why did you give the stunner to the chief?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “We were surrounded,” said Dina. “And I didn’t know what else to do with it. I didn’t know how to use it and if I didn’t give it to him, I would have been held captive with you. I knew I needed to be free to help you.”  
 
    Gilbert looked into Dina’s eyes and thought about the conversation he and Tam had on their return walk to the village. Gilbert smiled as he realized that he did learn something after all, he just wasn’t exactly sure what. The only thing that he did know for sure was that this was the part where he stops talking.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “We need to return to the village,” said Gilbert. It was just over two hours later and Gilbert was giving Dina a swimming lesson in a small pool. They had spent the better part of the first hour in a nearby field where they had taken turns looking at the afternoon sky. “I just got a message from Jon that a Fed ship has entered this system and is heading our way.”  
 
    “So soon?” said Dina.  
 
    “We don’t have to go,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “They’ll be contacting the council,” said Dina. “I need to be there when that happens.”  
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m a ship’s captain, remember?” said Gilbert. “I understand responsibility. Let’s go.”  
 
    Gilbert and Dina got out of the water and began drying themselves off in the sun.  
 
    “That’s right,” said Dina. “You’re a spaceship captain and you’re going to leave soon, aren’t you?”  
 
    “You can come with me,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “I can’t leave now,” said Dina. “This is a very important time for my people. I spoke to the Fed representative and he told me that we own this planet. Intergalactic law says that you only need to homestead a world for one hundred years and, if you’re claim is uncontested during that period, the planet is yours. We are building our world here.”  
 
    “Let the council handle it,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Gilbert, don’t you know?” said Dina. “I was elected to the new council. This is my responsibility.”  
 
    “I didn’t know,” said Gilbert. “Holt had mentioned that you were a big part of the move, but he never said you were part of the council.”  
 
    “Let’s get dressed,” said Dina. “We can talk on the way back.”  
 
    It was a short walk back and they really didn’t talk much. When they arrived, they found that Lyn, Simon and Ellie were in the village as well. They had retrieved the shuttle while Gilbert and Dina were otherwise occupied and came down to see how the villagers were adjusting to life on the coast. Lyn introduced Ellie to Dina.  
 
    “So you’re the computer-robot thing that kissed Gilbert and invaded his mind?” asked Dina.  
 
    “I was,” said Ellie. “The jury’s still out on exactly what I am now.”  
 
    “And now you’re a member of his crew?” said Dina.  
 
    “Yeah and about that,” Ellie said to Gilbert, “Holt thinks I report to him. He started giving me some orders that I think are outside my duties. Am I supposed to unload freight naked?”  
 
    “That’s a personal decision,” said Simon, which was followed by “oomph,” which was followed by Lyn removing her elbow from Simon’s stomach.  
 
    “You signed on as a crewman, same rank as Holt,” said Gilbert. “You don’t report to him.”  
 
    “Good,” said Ellie, “because some of the positions he had me working in seemed hazardous.”  
 
    “So,” said Lyn, changing the subject before Simon could ask the obvious next question, “it looks like you brought down a good deal of your village artifacts.”  
 
    “Powerful robots and antigravity sleds made the job seem simple,” replied Dina.  
 
    “All standard issue for a freighter working the mining asteroids,” said Gilbert as he looked around. “This area does seem very familiar.”  
 
    “This is the main courtyard,” said Dina, “and everything is laid out in the same manner as in my original village. It’s just like when you first entered the village.”  
 
    “I remember that,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Me too,” said Ellie, pointing at the seats scavenged from the crashed spaceship. “That’s where the Elders were sitting.”  
 
    “That’s right,” said Simon. “That’s when they tested us. We had to name their home world. Gilbert, you answered them. You knew the correct answer was ‘Balin.’  
 
    “I don’t know how I could have possibly known that,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “That’s easy,” said Ellie, pointing. “Their planet’s emblem is on the seats. It was on the crashed ship too, along with the Balin name.”  
 
    “Wow,” said Simon. “You must have recognized it and communicated it to Gilbert somehow.”  
 
    “Exactly how much do you remember of that night?” asked Dina.  
 
    “That’s about it,” said Ellie. “Once the sacred drink started flowing I was cut off from Gilbert’s mind.”  
 
    “We should go to the communications room and see what the status is with that Fed ship,” said Gilbert in a very transparent attempt to move the discussion into a different direction.  
 
    “Alright,” said Dina as she turned and led Gilbert into the main building. Simon followed along while Lyn and Ellie were a few steps behind.  
 
    “Though I do remember,” whispered Ellie, “a heart shaped birthmark right below someone’s bellybutton.”  
 
    Dina led them into the council chamber and took her seat among the other council members. Many of the council members knew Gilbert from his previous visit and, after Dina’s suggestion, accepted him, as well as Lyn and Simon, as council advisers. They learned that the council had been in touch with the Fed ship and had given permission for an emissary to come down and meet with the council.  
 
    The Fed agents arrived and were brought into the council room. After introductions were made, Dina moved to introduce the head agent to Gilbert, Lyn and Simon.  
 
    “Allow me to introduce our most trusted off-world friends,” began Dina, “and advisers to the council…”  
 
    “No need for introductions,” said Agent Tomas. “I am well acquainted with your advisers.”  
 
    “You know them?” asked Dina, somewhat suspiciously. “That is an extraordinary coincidence.”  
 
    “Not at all,” said Tomas. “I was notified by a mutual friend of the situation here and, as section chief, I used my authority to take command of this case. So, you see, it’s really no coincidence at all.”  
 
    “So you have a history together?” asked Dina.  
 
    “Oh, yes,” said Agent Tomas. “They helped us bring down one of the biggest crime bosses in the civilized universe. Though they didn’t ask me to, I’m taking responsibility of this case personally as a way to thank them for their past help.”  
 
    “That’s all well and good,” said one of the other council members, “but there’s more to it than that, I’m sure.”  
 
    “Correct,” said Tomas. “First of all, you don’t have to accept anyone’s help. There is only one thing that is definitely going to happen here. Every Balin descendant is going to receive a gene therapy treatment that removes any trace of the mind control gene. This is a security issue and it will happen with or without your approval or cooperation. If you sanction this and help us administer it, then we are prepared to compensate you with medical and technological support, as well as the materials needed to build and sustain a city that meets your cultural and social requirements.”  
 
    “We are aware that our existence could be perceived as a threat,” said Dina. “We are willing to agree to your terms. Do you have a contract that details what you will provide?” Prior to the Fed arrival, Gilbert had used the council chamber’s communications equipment to contact Jon on board the Enterprise and discuss exactly what they could expect from the Feds.  
 
    “I do,” said Tomas. “I am prepared to review it with you and your advisers.”  
 
    It was hours later when the council adjourned for the day. The contract was comprehensive and somewhat boilerplate and it became obvious that they use it in negotiations with new and existing planets that join the federation. Gilbert, Simon and Lyn didn’t have much to add, other than to help clarify certain points. Along with Agent Tomas was a junior agent that would act as the planet’s advocate to the Feds and once she got comfortable with the proceedings she took over that role and Gilbert, Simon and Lyn weren’t needed at all.  
 
    As evening approached, Simon, Lyn and Ellie took the shuttle back to the ship. Gilbert remained behind with Dina.  
 
    “I never realized that you were such an important person,” Dina said as they entered her private quarters. “Friends with a Fed section chief and an intergalactic crime fighter. You’ve got beautiful female androids living in your brain and working naked on your ship. What else do you have going on that I don’t know about?”  
 
    Gilbert began to say something defensive, but then saw the smile on Dina’s lips and countered with, “Didn’t I tell you, next week they’re crowning me Master of the Universe. After that, I’ll have the authority to order you to work naked on my ship.”  
 
    “You don’t need to be the Master of the Universe to do that,” said Dina.  
 
    “Now you tell me,” said Gilbert. “Well, the ceremony’s already planned and it’s too late to cancel.”  
 
    “When do you leave?” asked Dina. 
 
    “There’s not really going to be a ceremony,” began a confused Gilbert.  
 
    “I know that,” said Dina. “I also know that you’ve got other responsibilities. We started this conversation this morning and we should finish it before we go to sleep tonight.”  
 
    “You’re right,” said Gilbert. “You’ve been clear. Your first priority is to your people and your world. I respect that and I’m not asking you to give any of that up. You keep saying that I have responsibilities, well I don’t. I have desires. I want to travel the universe and explore strange, new planets. Compared to you, that seems very self-centered.”  
 
    “You shouldn’t feel that way,” said Dina. “You’re a crime fighter, remember? You said it yourself, you’re the good guys. Just because you enjoy it, doesn’t make it a bad thing. The universe needs people like you out there. You keep things in balance.”  
 
    “But where does that leave us?” asked Gilbert. “I don’t know much about relationships, but the little I do know tells me that long distance ones never last. Hell, I don’t have much luck making short distance ones work.”  
 
    “Well, then, why worry about it?” said Dina. “Maybe we don’t need to figure this all out tonight. Maybe we don’t need to figure it out at all.”  
 
    “You’ll stay here and create a new world,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “You’ll travel the universe and help people in need,” said Dina. 
 
    “I’ll think of you constantly,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “I know,” said Dina.  
 
    “And you won’t miss me one bit,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Probably not,” agreed Dina.  
 
    “That’s a lie and you know it,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Of course I’ll miss you, you idiot,” said Dina. “You’re the master of my universe.”  
 
    “That’s more like it,” said Gilbert. “Now get over here, I’ve got some freight I need you to unload.”  
 
    “Aye-aye, Captain.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    17.  
 
      
 
    “Ready to leave orbit anytime you are, Skipper,” said Lyn.  
 
    Gilbert had returned to the ship and was sitting in the bridge with Lyn and Jon. He had said his goodbyes to Dina over breakfast and had stopped by the council chambers before the day’s proceedings had begun to offer his farewell to the other council members, as well as a thank you to Agent Tomas for his personal support. Though he wanted to stay, Gilbert did not want to distract Dina from her council duties. They had already received word that a Balin ship was on its way to offer support for its fledgling offshoot and additional diplomatic meetings would be filling her schedule.  
 
    Gilbert had been surprised when he stumbled across Jon after he had left the village and was walking towards the field where the shuttle was located. Jon was sitting on a ledge overlooking one of the many pools fed by the local waterways.  
 
    “Hey, Jon,” said Gilbert. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Oh, you know,” said Jon, “I'm drinking wine and eating cheese and catching some rays.”  
 
    Gilbert thought this was a bit out of character for Jon until he heard splashing and giggling from the pool and, after looking over the edge, he saw two of the village girls immersed in its water. Things were now spot on.  
 
    “I’m also teaching some of the locals how to swim,” said Jon.  
 
    “When does the lesson end?” asked Gilbert. “The ship’s ready to pull out.”  
 
    “The lesson ended last night at about 3:00 am,” said Jon. “And I must admit, I did learn a thing or two. I’m just trying to regain my strength.” Jon stood up and stretched before he walked down to the edge of the pool and began saying his farewells. Of course he made a grandiose scene of it, adding in how the stars beckon and that danger follows close to his heels.  
 
    “I want to thank you for contacting Agent Tomas,” said Gilbert as they walked along the path leading back to the shuttle.  
 
    “Don’t mention it,” said Jon. “He’s still in our debt from our last encounter so I keep him on speed dial just in case we need to collect. And believe me, this doesn’t even begin to even the score.”  
 
    “Are you sure on that?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Quite sure,” said Jon. “He’ll probably spin this into something he was following all along and get another promotion out of it.”  
 
    “You’re probably right,” said Gilbert. “And you might as well send me his number. You can never tell when we may need him.”  
 
    “You know,” Jon said as he looked at the landscape as they walked along, “life here wouldn’t be that bad.”  
 
    “I know,” said Gilbert, “but I still have a few other things I want to do before I’m ready to settle down.”  
 
    “Still thinking about your refrigerator?” asked Jon. 
 
    “I was able to clean it out before we were chased off Earth,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “I was speaking metaphorically,” said Jon.  
 
    “Oh, well then, yes,” said Gilbert. “I’m thinking about my fridge.”  
 
    “And what about your fridge?” asked Jon. 
 
    “My fridge is a mess,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “And?” asked Jon. 
 
    “And Dina’s getting all types of help with her fridge, but no one wants to help me with my fridge.”  
 
    “We’re big boys, Gilbert. What do we do when no one helps us?”  
 
    “We help ourselves.”  
 
    “That’s right,” said Jon. “Now let’s go defrost that mother.”  
 
    Once back on the ship, Gilbert and Jon met Lyn on the bridge. Gilbert took one more look at Dina’s planet as it filled the bridge’s view screen before he turned to Lyn and said, “Let’s go.” Lyn nodded and instructed the ship’s computer to get them underway.  
 
    “Who’s hungry?” asked Jon.  
 
    “I think I’m more in the mood to be thirsty,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “I’ll call Holt,” said Jon.  
 
    “I’ll get Simon,” said Lyn.  
 
    “Don’t forget Ellie or we’ll never hear the end of it,” said Jon.  
 
    Soon Gilbert and his crew were in the galley, toasting the success of their recent victory over the forces of confusion and questioning the logic of their present course of action – returning to the scene of the crime.  
 
    “Are we sure going back to Earth is a smart idea?” asked Holt. “Those guys mean business.”  
 
    “We weren’t prepared for them last time,” said Simon. “This time we’ll be in control of the situation.”  
 
    “That’s just what Fritzable said right before he returned to Carnak,” countered Holt, “and we all know what happened to him.”  
 
    “Actually, we don’t,” said Simon.  
 
    “He got hit by a bus on his way to the spaceport,” said Holt.  
 
    “Okay, so we’ll look both ways before crossing the street,” said Simon.  
 
    “That’s not the point,” said Holt. “The point is that there is always something you don't see that's out of your control.”  
 
    “We’re going back to Earth,” said Gilbert. “And we’re straightening things out there. I understand that type of work is outside of your job descriptions so I need to know now, who’s in and who’s out.  
 
    “In,” said Simon.  
 
    “In,” said Lyn.  
 
    “In,” said Jon.  
 
    “In,” said Ellie. “And believe me, it’s personal.”  
 
    “In,” said Holt, “the ship waiting for you to return. Don’t worry, I’m very good at strategic back up. I’m the one that rescued Jon last time we were there. Believe me, sometimes you need someone that won’t rush in.”  
 
    “Glad we can count on you,” said Simon.  
 
    “And Ellie, darling,” said Lyn, “I want you to be especially careful. I don’t want to repeat what happened last time.”  
 
    “No worries,” said Ellie. “I’ve had a special air-tight bag made just in case you need to scoop up my head in a hurry.”  
 
    “I could have gone my whole life,” said Gilbert, “without hearing that sentence.”  
 
    “Looks like Nash was right after all,” laughed Jon. “Seems I am contagious.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gilbert and Simon sat at a table in a very crowded sports bar in downtown San Diego. The pub had wall to wall TVs and, since it was late Saturday afternoon, every sporting event imaginable was on. Gilbert and Simon were a bit out of their element, but this crowded venue served their purpose perfectly.  
 
    Their table was one of those high-legged affairs and they were sitting around it on bar stools in the middle of the pub floor. They had arrived there early just so they could secure this location and had kept a steady stream of appetizers and beer coming their way to hold on to it as the day progressed. The table sat four and Gilbert prodded Simon as he saw their guests arrive through the front door.  
 
    Agents Black and White entered the establishment and looked through the crowd until they saw Gilbert and Simon. Simon had to laugh, even here, and on a Saturday, they wore their black suits, white shirts and black ties.  
 
    “Hello, Doctor Jensen, Doctor Wilson,” said Agent White. Agent Black nodded along.  
 
    “You know, you guys should wear sunglasses,” said Simon.  
 
    “Yeah,” said Gilbert. “That way you could tell people that you’re on a mission from God.”  
 
    “We tell people that anyway,” said Agent White. 
 
    “And we do wear sunglasses,” said Agent Black.  
 
    “Do you guys want some wings?” asked Simon. “Or maybe a beer?”  
 
    “Not right now,” said Agent Black. “Right now we’d like to know just what you’re doing here.”  
 
    “Eating wings and drinking beer,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “What do you want?” asked Agent White. “Other than the beer and wings. Why have you contacted us?”  
 
    “Well,” said Simon, “it’s like this. This is our planet, we’re from Earth and we like it here. We want to be able to come and go as we please without you guys chasing after us.”  
 
    “And we want our wallets back,” added Gilbert, “and our IDs and credit cards. All that stuff.”  
 
    “And stop picking on Lyn,” said Simon.  
 
    “So you’re willing to work with the government?” asked Agent White.  
 
    “In what capacity?” asked Gilbert.  
 
    “We need to understand what’s going on outside our planet,” said Agent Black “We need to understand how it could affect life on Earth.”  
 
    “Well, for starters,” began Gilbert, “we could solve all of our energy problems and cure almost every medical disease.”  
 
    “That’s where we need to be careful,” said Agent White. “We can’t just introduce things like that into our global society. We’ve modeled those types of scenarios and there’s a strong likelihood that they would cause economic collapse.”  
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Think about it,” said Agent Black. “What do you think would happen if the bottom dropped out of the oil or coal markets? Same with the pharmaceuticals. The markets would crash and possibly never recover. You’re going to have to trust us on this one.”  
 
    “No,” said Gilbert. “We’re not.”  
 
    It has been said that timing is everything in life and, though we do try to arrange things to happen perfectly, we all know from experience that they don’t always come out as we had hoped. Though this meeting had been carefully planned, Simon and Gilbert were prepared for any number of things to go south during their get-together with Agents Black and White and had a plethora of alternate schemes waiting in the wings depending on which way things turned. They were quite surprised when their plan went off with perfect timing.  
 
    So before either agent could respond to Gilbert’s remark, a majority of the sporting events were interrupted by a special news bulletin. The bar fell quiet as the manager increased the volume.  
 
    “… reports out of Switzerland,” said the news commentator, “that scientists working in the CERN institute have discovered a safe, clean way to generate tremendous amounts of electrical power at almost no cost by creating the first antimatter reactor. And if that announcement wasn’t enough,” continued the reporter, “more news rocked the scientific community, as reports came out of Japan on a major breakthrough where researchers have successfully manipulated large components of the human genome to completely wipeout all traces of disease in their test subjects…”  
 
    A cheer erupted throughout the pub.  
 
    “What have you done?” asked an extremely agitated Agent White.  
 
    “It was time to throw out the old milk,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Enough of this shit,” said Agent Black and both agents stood up. “You two are coming with us.”  
 
    “Time to settle up,” said the waitress as she inserted herself in-between the two agents.  
 
    “Yes,” said Agent White. “Bring us the bill.”  
 
    “Oh, I wasn’t asking you a question,” said Ellie. “I was stating a fact. You boys remember me?” The two agents turned and looked at Ellie.  
 
    “Now, now,” said Simon. “There’s no reason we can’t settle our differences peacefully.”  
 
    “I can think of one,” said Ellie. “They shot me.”  
 
    “You infiltrated a government facility,” said Agent White. “We were well within our rights to use deadly force. We still are, for that matter.”  
 
    “Try it, tubby,” said Ellie. “I’d be interested to see if you can come back from the dead.”  
 
    “Come on now,” said Gilbert. “We just solved the world’s energy crisis and wiped out almost all human disease. This is supposed to be a happy occasion. Let’s not bicker and argue over who killed who or who’s going to die next. This is an important time for the planet and we should all just take a deep breath and relax.”  
 
    The two agents sat back down. “Well, there’s certainly no going back now,” said Agent Black. “What other secrets of the universe did you boys unlock? Or should I just watch the early news for the recap?”  
 
    “That was it,” said Simon. “We felt that limitless energy and perfect health was enough for now.”  
 
    “Earth doesn’t need space travel,” said Gilbert, “or the complications that go along with it. We don’t need to import anything from any other planet to keep life going here and, believe me, there’s nothing we could export that any other world would find of value.” Gilbert leaned a little bit closer in before continuing. “Now if you boys are interested in understanding what’s going on out in the universe as a national security measure, we’d be happy to help you come up to speed.”  
 
    “What exactly do you mean?” asked Agent Black. 
 
    “I don’t see any reason why our government shouldn’t have a leg up on this,” said Gilbert. “I believe that within the next fifty years, some government or academic institution or independent research house will stumble upon the larger universe and we might as well be ahead of the game.”  
 
    “So you are patriotic after all?” said Agent White.  
 
    “Planet first,” said Gilbert. “Country second.”  
 
    “I can sell that,” said Agent White.  
 
    “I think we’re ready for the drinks and wings,” said Agent Black.  
 
    Ellie nodded, but then leaned forward and said, “Don’t think things are square between us.”  
 
    Agent White watched Ellie go. “Is that going to be a problem?”  
 
    “You just need to get on her good side,” said Simon.  
 
    “How do we do that?” asked Agent White. 
 
    “You can start by leaving a generous tip,” said Simon.  
 
    “And follow that up with a nice card with a handwritten note,” added Gilbert. “And maybe some flowers.”  
 
    “What’s the address for outer space?” asked Agent White.  
 
    “You’re really going to make me say it?” asked Simon as he took a sip of his beer. “Just send them to Uranus.”  
 
    “Yeah,” said Gilbert, “because if she is going to hold that grudge, that’s where she’ll be putting them.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    18.  
 
      
 
    “Okay,” began Lyn, “just to be clear, I don’t want any swearing, drinking or fighting. Got it?  
 
    “Got it,” said Ellie.  
 
    “And no laughing if anyone tries to impress you with science stuff,” said Lyn.  
 
    “Oh, come on!” said Ellie. “What am I supposed to do?”  
 
    “Do what I do,” said Lyn. “Just change the subject to something they don’t know anything about.”  
 
    “Like what?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “Sports are always a safe bet with these guys,” said Lyn.  
 
    “Anything else?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “Maintain a minimum distance of two feet between you and anyone you’re talking to,” said Lyn. “Even guys like this will try something once they get a few drinks inside themselves. If anyone gets too close or puts a hand on your arm or leg or anything like that, just mention your boyfriend.”  
 
    “But I don’t have a boyfriend,” said Ellie.  
 
    “Just make one up,” said Lyn. “And say that he’s meeting you here after he finishes his workout at the gym. That should scare these guys off.”  
 
    “Good idea,” said Ellie. “I think I’ll call him Chad.”  
 
    “Don’t get too carried away,” said Lyn. “Remember, simple is easy.”  
 
    “Right,” said Ellie. “But Lyn, what if I don’t want to scare anyone off?”  
 
    “Remember, darling,” said Lyn, “you’re only a few weeks old. No need to rush into anything.”  
 
    Lyn and Ellie were in Lyn’s bedroom preparing to go downstairs and mingle with a small group of Simon and Gilbert’s friends. Life had returned to normal for them, or as normal as it is now possible to be, now that things have settled down quite nicely between them and the Earth agents. The agents had finally gotten the undeniable evidence they needed to prove the existence of non-Earthly beings and their super-secret and little respected government agency became the cornerstone of a newly established, but still very secret, Department of Extraterrestrial Affairs.  
 
    “So your new agency is abbreviated DEA?” Gilbert had asked during his last visit with the agents. “But won’t that be confused with the existing DEA, the Drug Enforcement Administration?  
 
    “Of course,” said Agent Black. “That’s one of the reasons we chose it. If some foreign group picks up some chatter about our DEA, they’ll just think it’s about the other DEA.”  
 
    With Jon’s help, Simon and Gilbert had installed the communication equipment they had brought to Earth, originally intended to be used in setting up their own base in Lyn’s house, in the DEA’s headquarters and had turned them loose onto the information uber-highway. Their intent was to give the DEA something to do that would keep them busy and out of their hair for as long as possible. To maximize that end, they unlocked all parental controls.  
 
    Now like most government agencies, the new DEA was in no hurry to bring about any type of major change. Especially not now, as the world reacted to and attempted to deal with the two major scientific breakthroughs that had just occurred. Everyone in the new agency agreed that the most pressing need for the DEA was to learn, not to do. They also felt that it was in Earth’s best interest to stay under the universe’s radar, sort to speak, and any type of space travel or teleportation was nixed for the foreseeable future. That is, except for communication with Gilbert, Simon and Lyn as they had been drafted into the DEA as field agents. This was not something that Gilbert, Simon or Lyn were thrilled about, but they accepted it as part of their agreement with the U.S. government.  
 
    Their deal with the government really wasn’t that bad. They got their lives back to normal and they could come and go as they please. They were required to supply information and equipment needed to help the DEA in their studies, something they had wanted to do anyway. It was all part of what Gilbert had described as fridge maintenance prior to their return to Earth.  
 
    “Look,” Gilbert had said, “haven’t you ever thought about what you would do if you found a magic lamp that contained a genie?”  
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Simon. “And got three wishes?”  
 
    “Right,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Money, houses, cars,” said Lyn.  
 
    “I’m on a similar vein,” said Simon. “But I’d save my third wish to free the genie.”  
 
    “We’ve already done that,” said Gilbert, pointing towards Ellie.  
 
    “Aladdin was such a boy’s movie,” said Lyn.  
 
    “I want to see it,” said Ellie.  
 
    “Just what are you getting at?” Simon asked Gilbert.  
 
    “I’m the type,” said Gilbert, “that always had a couple wishes in there for world peace and to end world hunger.”  
 
    “Thank you,” said Lyn, “for making us feel like a couple of shmucks.”  
 
    “What I mean,” said Gilbert, “is that we’re in the position to help our world and I think we can do it without creating too much trouble. We just need to plan it out and take small steps.”  
 
    “You’re not still thinking about the Nobel are you?” asked Simon. “Because I’ve moved right off that idea.”  
 
    “Good,” said Gilbert. “I don’t want to get any notoriety out of this. I mean, if you had wanted to, that’s fine, just leave me out. I just thought that we were kind of having some fun here doing the spaceship freighter thing and I’d like to see where that would take us.”  
 
    “I’m there,” said Simon.  
 
    “Me too,” said Lyn.  
 
    Okay, then, here’s what I’m thinking…” said Gilbert and they began planning their assault on Earth.  
 
    Their plan began by identifying various scientists that were in the correct fields of study and in the position to make their ‘discoveries’ known to the rest of the world without any government entanglements. The next phase of the plan was to determine just what type of information was necessary to help them along. Fortunately, looking backwards and filling in the blanks is extremely easy. For example, the Wright Brothers would have shaved a good ten years off their development time if someone left them a short note explaining exactly what pitch, roll and yaw was.  
 
    Now with that part of their plan figured out, the next and possibly harder part was removing themselves from the equation while still helping their government in the fight for truth, justice and the American way. In the end, they decided that they held the trump card since, if the government really wanted to play hardball and lock them up, they could always land an extremely large spaceship in San Francisco bay, have a robot come down the ramp and demand their release.  
 
    As it turned out, they didn’t have to go to any great lengths at all, just agree to help the powers that be sort it all out and that seemed like a reasonable request. Truth be told, the government preferred having them off Earth since they were the most likely source to leak any information and that brings us right back to the party at Lyn’s house.  
 
    After settling things with the government, Simon, Lyn and Gilbert had picked up pretty much where they had left off before they had any involvement with Agents White or Black. Even with all that had transpired, their plans really hadn’t changed all that much. They finished moving into Lyn’s house and they were able to set up a relay junction so they could tap into the communication equipment they had set up in the DEA headquarters and establish a real-time Earth link to the Enterprise and Falcon. Their teleport was still in government hands, but it remained available for their use if the need should arise.  
 
    They had just about wrapped things up on Earth and were ready to go when they bumped into their friend Paul while they were out shopping for some last minute items. They explained how their trip had been delayed and that they were in fact leaving that night, but before they knew what hit them, their farewell party was revived and happening at Lyn’s house.  
 
    “Hey, Paul,” said Gilbert. “Any luck getting in touch with Phoebe?” Phoebe was a physicist and both Gilbert and Simon had known her since their college days. Phoebe and Paul are two of Gilbert’s closest friends and he wanted to say a special goodbye to them both.  
 
    “Sorry,” said Paul. “I thought you heard. Her uncle passed away and she won’t be back in town until next week.”  
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Yeah, I heard they were very close,” said Paul. “Hey, speaking of close, how close can you get me to Ellie?”  
 
    “I hear two feet’s the limit,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “That’s better than nothing,” said Paul.  
 
    Gilbert wasn’t surprised when Paul was the last guest to leave or that he worked himself well within Ellie’s two foot range.  
 
    “Time to go, Ellie,” said Gilbert. Lyn was shutting off the lights and Simon had their bags ready.  
 
    “I can give Ellie a ride home,” said Paul. “You guys can just go to the airport.”  
 
    “Ellie’s coming with us,” said Lyn.  
 
    “Thank you for the offer, Paul,” said Ellie. “I enjoyed talking to you. I found your views on astrophysics refreshingly accurate.” Simon and Gilbert couldn’t help but feel the dig on that one. Paul had always been out there with his thoughts on the structure of the universe and, as it turns out, he wasn’t that far off the mark.  
 
    “At least let me walk you out,” he said, motioning towards the front door.  
 
    “Actually,” said Ellie, “we’re going this way.” She took Paul’s hand and led him out the rear patio door and into the back yard.  
 
    “Should we bring a blanket?” Paul asked hopefully.  
 
    “We won’t be needing a blanket,” said Ellie.  
 
    “Just lock up after you leave,” said Lyn, following them out.  
 
    “And mum’s the word or those government agents will be back on your ass,” said Simon.  
 
    Before Paul could ask Simon just what he meant, lights came on from about ten feet above the ground as the shuttle silently landed in Lyn’s backyard. Its door opened and Jon stepped out.  
 
    “Everyone ready to go?” he asked.  
 
    “Goodbye, Paul,” said Ellie as she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him. Paul wasn’t sure what to concentrate on, the spaceship or the girl, but then his instincts took over and he returned the kiss. Ellie left a very confused Paul in her wake as she boarded the shuttle.  
 
    “We’ll be back in a couple of months,” said Gilbert as Paul refocused on his immediate surroundings. “We’ll take you up for a ride then.”  
 
    “What’s it like out there?” asked Paul.  
 
    “It’s like a Japanese game show,” said Gilbert. “You have no idea what’s going on or what to expect next and just when you think you got it figured out, something new gets tossed into the mix and you’re back at square one.” Gilbert and Paul shook hands and Gilbert followed Lyn and Simon into the shuttle.  
 
    “So you finally got to deliver a big wet one,” said Gilbert as he walked past Ellie.  
 
    “Jealous?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “A little,” admitted Gilbert.  
 
    “Good,” said Ellie. 
 
    Once back on the Enterprise and underway to their next destination, they all began to relax and unwind. It had taken a bit longer than Gilbert had expected, but they were able to tie up all their loose ends and were now free to travel the universe together as Gilbert and crew returned to the business of hauling freight. They fell into a very routine 24 hour day and Ellie began meeting Gilbert every morning in the galley.  
 
    “Morning, Ellie,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Good morning, Captain,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Anything interesting happening?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Not a damn thing,” said Ellie.  
 
    “Anyone else up?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Let me check,” Ellie brought up a display screen and began looking up the other crew members.  
 
    “Why are you doing it manually?” asked Gilbert. I thought you had a direct feed to the ship’s computer.”  
 
    “I had to disconnect myself,” said Ellie. “It was okay for a while, but then it became kind of uncomfortable.”  
 
    “It gave you a headache?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “I guess so,” said Ellie. “Is that so odd, that I can have a headache?”  
 
    “You never had one before,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “I’ve never had a head before,” said Ellie. “Or at least not long enough for it to matter.”  
 
    “It takes more than a head to have a headache,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “What in the world are you trying to get at now?” said Ellie. “You really do need to work on improving your communication skills.”  
 
    “And I thought you were going to come to terms with it and accept me for who I am,” said Gilbert, smiling as he remembered their previous conversation. “I don’t understand why I’m the only one in this relationship that’s expected to change.”  
 
    “So you finally agree that we’re in a relationship?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “A working relationship, remember?” said Gilbert. 
 
    “So you feel about me the same way you feel about Holt?” asked Ellie.  
 
    “Relationships are like snowflakes,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “They dissolve and evaporate if things get too hot?” said Ellie.  
 
    “That’s one possible interpretation,” said Gilbert. “But I was going for ‘no two are alike.’  
 
    Gilbert and Ellie turned to the doorway as Lyn entered the galley.  
 
    “Good morning,” she said as she made her way to the coffee machine. Coffee, as well as the coffee maker, was one of the things that they had brought back from their last visit to Earth. The ship’s food dispenser was able to produce a huge assortment of interesting and delicious items and it had been programmed to generate a synthetic version of coffee which everyone agreed tasted very similar but, as everyone continued to agree, was just not quite the same as the original. The galley was now stocked with coffee, soda, chips, breads, meats, frozen pizzas, ice cream; the list goes on for quite a while. Even longer if you include the bar.  
 
    “What are you two talking about?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “Gilbert was just telling me,” said Ellie, “that he feels the same way about me as he does for Holt.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t count on it,” said Lyn, sipping her coffee. “Holt doesn’t have boobs, at least not the good kind. That makes a difference with guys.”  
 
    “What I meant was, putting boobs aside,” said Gilbert, “is that I feel the same way about you both.”  
 
    “Good morning, everyone,” said Simon as he entered the galley. “What are we talking about?”  
 
    “Gilbert wants to put Ellie’s boobs aside,” said Lyn.  
 
    “Dude,” said Simon. “You’ve only been away from Dina for a couple of weeks. Forget about putting Ellie’s boobs anywhere. Just man-up and hang on, we’ll be back in that sector before you know it and you can stop by for a visit.”  
 
    “That’s not what we were talking about,” began Gilbert. His eyes turned upwards and a look of desperation swept across his face. “And, yes, of course my feelings for Ellie are different than my feelings for Holt.”  
 
    “That’s a relief,” said Holt, entering the galley.  
 
    “Can we get Jon in here now?” asked Gilbert. “I don’t think I can handle any more walk-in remarks.”  
 
    “Don’t get me wrong,” said Holt. “I would have been flattered, but you’re not my type.”  
 
    “You have a type?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “Not so much a type as a requirement,” said Holt. “I need a woman that will accept me for who I am.”  
 
    “That’s asking a lot,” said Lyn.  
 
    “That’s why I’m saving up my money,” countered Holt. “Rich me does better than poor me.”  
 
    “So,” said Ellie, “you do have special feelings for me?”  
 
    “Sure,” said Holt.  
 
    “Not you,” said Ellie, whacking Holt as he sat down next to her. “I know what type of feelings you have for me and they’re nothing special. I was talking to Gilbert.”  
 
    “I already said that I do,” said Gilbert. “What more do you want?”  
 
    “That’s enough for now,” said Ellie.  
 
    “Good,” said Gilbert. “Because that’s all I got.”  
 
    They continued eating their breakfast and the topic of their conversation changed to their work schedule and the duties of running a cargo ship. Gilbert had work lined up and, even though they were running late, they were still able to hold onto the job. Jon stumbled out of bed and joined them about halfway into the discussion. They reviewed their itinerary, made a few notes and adjustments, but beyond that, there wasn’t much for them to do. Much of the ship’s operation is automated and doesn’t require attention while in route to its destination. Most of the work starts just prior to arrival as they prepare to either off-load or pick up.  
 
    Their communication link to Earth worked very nicely indeed, so well, in fact, that Simon was able to hack-in and transfer the complete digital movie libraries from NetFlix, Amazon, HBO and a few other streaming services into the ship’s computer. That, and the popcorn that they brought along, proved to make their first movie night a success.  
 
    Lyn entered the ship’s lounge just as Simon was bringing up a list of over ten thousand movies.  
 
    “You do realize,” she said, “that you just broke about a gazillion copyright laws.”  
 
    “It’s okay,” said Simon. “I have a subscription.”  
 
    “Can I pick the movie?” asked Ellie.  
 
    “Sure,” said Gilbert. “What would you like to see?”  
 
    “I want to see Aladdin since I’m supposed to be the genie,” said Ellie.  
 
    “Okay,” said Gilbert, “but I’m warning you now, Simon and I sing every song.”  
 
    “Oh, no,” said Lyn. “I’ve already heard you sing once and, believe me, that was enough.”  
 
    “When have you heard me sing?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “That first night with the village elders,” said Lyn. “You were belting out some very wrong Zeppelin.”  
 
    “I was?” said Gilbert. “I don’t remember that.”  
 
    “I do,” said Ellie. “That whole desert setting had triggered a bunch of images and then those songs just popped into my head.”  
 
    “Whose head?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Our head?” said Ellie. 
 
    “For the record,” said Gilbert. “It was my head. I was just letting you stay there until your place was ready.” 
 
    “Rationalize it all you want,” said Ellie. “Go ahead and make it sound like I was staying in a spare room at your old apartment. It doesn’t matter, I was inside your mind and the three of us shared something very special that night.”  
 
    “The three of you?” said Lyn. She squinted as she looked into Gilbert’s eyes. “Who else do you have tucked away inside there?” she asked Gilbert.  
 
    “No one else is inside me,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “That’s right,” said Ellie, “but I was in him while he was in Dina and it was very special. At least for me.”  
 
    “Holy shit,” said Lyn. “This is way better than Springer.”  
 
    “Can we just watch the movie?” pleaded Gilbert.  
 
    They watched the movie and, as expected, Gilbert and Simon sang all the songs, including A Whole New World. I’ll let your imagination decide which one was Jasmine.  
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    1. 
 
      
 
    Ellie glanced around the tavern hall and reflected on the sequence of events that had led up to her current predicament. Of course, she blamed Gilbert, even though he was millions of light-years away and had no idea where she was or what she was doing.  
 
    Ellie had been preoccupied, thinking about the past few months when she was working aboard Gilbert’s ship, her somewhat stormy departure and her arrival on this planet. She was so deep in thought that she didn’t notice the regular customers slowly filtering out of the tavern and an entirely different group of people filling the establishment. Not until it was too late, that is. 
 
    Ellie had come to this planet with the hope that it would help her forget her feelings for Gilbert and begin to experience life on her own. Prior to arriving on this world, Ellie had spent a few weeks on board ship as part of Gilbert’s crew, but the limited living space and Gilbert’s relationship with Dina became too much to endure on a daily basis so she had jumped ship at the first port that could offer her reliable transportation to places unknown. 
 
    Now you would think that, even though it is a fairly abstract term, ‘places unknown’ would be a relatively simple location to get to, however, in truth, it was actually a much more complicated destination than Ellie had originally anticipated. You see, even though the universe is jam-packed with places that were unknown to Ellie, all of the good ones were at a level of technology where they could not only discover that she wasn’t human, but that she was, in fact, some sort of advanced construction project that would sell very well on the open market once a certain amount of reverse engineering was done. Either way, it made being inconspicuous a bit difficult and inconspicuous was what she was going for and that brings us right back around to the tavern situation. 
 
    After narrowly avoiding capture and dissection on a few of her top choices of planets to disappear into, Ellie decided it would be much easier to hideout on a low-tech world and, fortunately for her, there is always a ship with a captain strapped for cash willing to take almost anything almost anywhere. All she needed to do was a bit of research to locate an out of the way spot with nothing to offer the universe at large, guaranteeing the isolation she desired. 
 
    Oh, sure, she realized that the conversation may be a bit dull on a low-tech world and there wouldn’t be much in the way of entertainment to help pass the time, but at least she would have the opportunity to focus on the issues at hand and she did bring a few odds and ends with her to help survive in what had turned out to be a medieval-like society on a very picturesque planet. Things had gone quite nicely for the first day or so. Unfortunately, Ellie had been on this planet for just over three weeks now and anyone familiar with both Ellie’s personality and the concept of compound interest could understand just how badly things had become in such a relatively short time. 
 
    Ellie watched as a man separated himself from the group of men standing by the tavern entrance. He nodded towards a second group at the opposite end of the tavern and they notched arrows. He walked up to her table and sat down across from her. 
 
    “You’re coming with us,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” replied Ellie, slowly shaking her head. 
 
    A smile crossed the man’s face as he leaned forward. “We can do this the easy way or the hard way. The choice is yours.” 
 
    “Hard,” said Ellie as her foot swung upwards, breaking through the tabletop and connecting with her opponent’s jaw. Ellie then flipped what was left of the table upright and used it as a shield to block the small barrage of incoming arrows. She then leapt through an open window and out to the main road before anyone could reload and launch another volley. Once outside the tavern, she found herself facing a small contingent of armed men, mostly on foot, some on horseback. 
 
    A brief smile crossed her lips as she charged into the group. ‘I guess I’m not the easy type after all,’ she thought. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    Lyn and Simon silently exchanged glances as Gilbert entered the ship’s galley. It was late in the day, ship’s time, and they had recently departed a very obscure mining facility and were now in route to an equally obscure ore distribution center. They were doing what they, in fact, enjoyed doing, hauling freight across the universe and seeing whatever sights they could along the way. 
 
    Now any fan of the Nature Channel watching the scene in the galley unfold would immediately liken it to a watering hole being visited by a gazelle while two lions looked on from the tall grass. The reason this analogy was particularly apt was that Lyn and Simon were about to ambush Gilbert with an array of news that would, similar to the lions with the gazelle, likely ruin his day. Not that Gilbert’s day, week or month, for that matter, was going all that great and, though he didn’t know where she was or what she was doing, he blamed all his troubles on Ellie. 
 
    It was against everyone’s wishes, Gilbert’s included, that Ellie had left the ship. She had told everyone that she found life aboard ship much too boring and that she had a strong desire to immerse herself into a highly social setting where she could experience a wide variety of human interaction. In truth, Ellie did have a strong desire, but it was a strong desire to assault her captain. And it was the actual form of the assault that really bothered her the most. Though always physical, the assault would alternate from an outright beating to a less violent, more sensual altercation. 
 
    So Ellie left in a huff and a part of Gilbert felt very guilty, while other parts of Gilbert, mostly his lower parts, felt a bit relieved since he would no longer have to tiptoe around, semi-concealing his relationship with Dina from Ellie as even he, with his limited social skills, was able to realize that Ellie had developed feelings for him – once Lyn pulled him aside and explained it to him, that is. 
 
    Unfortunately for Gilbert, a large part of Dina, not feeling guilty at all, had come to the realization that a long distance relationship was not what she wanted at this point in her life and she gave Gilbert the usual ultimatum that women had given men, in one form or another, throughout the ages; your friends or me, your car or me, your ship or me. 
 
    Now as an experienced scientist, Gilbert approached this problem as he approached every query, he thought about it. If Gilbert was as equally experienced with women and relationships, he would not have hesitated with his response or asked when Dina required an answer. Nor would he had been surprised when she abruptly ended her transmission and refused to accept any calls from him for the next forty-eight hours. However, all these events mystified Gilbert and any relief his lower part felt was short-lived indeed. 
 
    Now the fact that Gilbert needed time to think was not something that was going to slow Dina down. In fact, many women typically see these situations in a very cut and dry perspective, akin to the ‘if you’re not with me, then you’re against me’ line of reasoning. 
 
    “We need to discuss this in person,” Gilbert had pleaded when he was able to reestablish contact with Dina. 
 
    “Fine,” replied Dina. “How soon can you be here?” 
 
    “I have to finish this delivery, but my next transport puts me close to your sector. I could be there in six to eight days.” And again Gilbert was surprised when the line went dead and Dina ignored his calls for the next three days. 
 
    “How’s it going, buddy?” asked Simon as Gilbert entered the galley. 
 
    “Not well,” said Gilbert as he made his way to the counter and poured himself a cup of coffee. “Dina says that if I really cared about her and our relationship I wouldn’t be so concerned about moving freight around the universe.” Gilbert walked over and joined Lyn and Simon at the table. “She expects me to break all my business agreements, sell the ships and live on her planet.” 
 
    “And what do you want to do?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Not that,” said Gilbert. “I like being the captain of a spaceship and traveling all over the universe.” 
 
    “Have you told her that?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Not exactly,” shrugged Gilbert. “I also like having a girlfriend so I’ve been trying to find some middle ground that we can both accept.” 
 
    “And how’s that working out?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Do you really have to ask?” replied Gilbert. 
 
    “We don’t,” said Lyn, visibly restraining herself from elbowing Simon in the gut. “I actually spoke with Dina this afternoon.” 
 
    “Really?” said Gilbert. “What did she say?” 
 
    “She sent me a recorded message,” said Lyn, “and asked that I give it to you when I thought the time was right.” 
 
    “When the time is right?” said Gilbert. “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    “It means,” said Simon, “that this isn’t the type of message you want to see if you’ve already been drinking. It’s the type of message you want to see when you’re sober and then get drunk with friends who will hopefully be able to stop you from doing anything stupid.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Gilbert, looking down at the table. “That kind of message.” 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” said Simon. “Sorry, buddy.” 
 
    “Let me take a look at the message,” said Gilbert. “Maybe it’s not too late to save the relationship. We’re close to Dina’s planet now. You guys could take over the freight runs, I could head to Dina’s planet in the Falcon. You could even pick up an extra hand later on if you think you need one.” 
 
    “Errr...,” began Simon. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s going to work,” said Lyn. 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “She’s already moved on, dude,” said Simon. 
 
    “What do you mean?” repeated Gilbert. 
 
    “Remember that guy Tam?” said Simon. 
 
    “The guy that tried to kill us?” exclaimed Gilbert. “The guy that tried to kill me twice? The guy that tried to kill her?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Simon. 
 
    “No,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Simon. 
 
    “Do you want to see the message?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Not right now,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “Okay,” said Lyn. She stood up from the table, picked up Gilbert’s coffee cup, walked over to the counter and returned with a bottle and three glasses. 
 
    “So you guys are going to stop me from doing anything stupid?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “No drunken calls,” said Simon. “No drunken teleports, no drunken course changes, stuff like that.”  
 
    “Jon’s going to join us in an hour or so,” said Lyn, “just in case we reach a point where we go from concerned friends to co-conspirators.” 
 
    “And then what,” asked Gilbert. “Holt gets the third shift?” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” said Lyn. “That’s like putting a chimp in charge of the baboon cage. Holt’s our designated driver.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe my relationship with Dina is over,” said Gilbert, shaking his head. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Lyn as she began pouring. “That’s why they make vodka.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    So it was just under three hours later when Jon arrived at the ship’s lounge to join Simon and Lyn in their attempt to stop Gilbert from doing something he might later regret. As a cargo ship, the Enterprise had literally tons of space, hundreds of thousands of tons of space actually, but as a working ship its living quarters were less than extravagant. The lounge was one of the bigger rooms on the ship, big enough to house a few sofas and a pair of comfortable chairs on one side of the room, as well as a good sized countertop and chairs at the other end that had developed a collection of bottles and glassware on the wall shelves behind it creating a cozy bar area. 
 
    Jon entered the lounge and surveyed the scene in front of him; Lyn and Simon were deep in intimate conversation bordering on the physical on one couch while Gilbert laid face down on the other one. 
 
    “About time you got here,” said Lyn. “The mission was a success and you missed all the fun.” 
 
    “I was watching a movie,” said Jon. “It was a historical piece from the list of must see movies Gilbert gave me. I believe he referred to it as a ‘pasta western.’ 
 
    “The correct term is ‘spaghetti western,’ corrected Simon. “How did you like it?” 
 
     “Surprisingly well,” said Jon. “Though I’m not sure why. The hero wasn’t much better than the bad guys.” 
 
    “And that’s not someone you could relate to?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Let’s see,” said Jon as he walked over to the bar and poured himself a drink, “a fiercely handsome stranger that at first seems bad, but turns out to be goodhearted in the end and saves the day?” Jon nodded his head. “I suppose I see a parallel.” 
 
    “I suppose you would,” said Lyn. 
 
    Jon walked over to the couch that Gilbert lay sprawled upon. He took out his palm-sized, super high-tech, Swiss army knife-like device, a souvenir from an earlier adventure, and asked, “What is his blood alcohol level?” 
 
    “0.05,” was the response. 
 
    “Not nearly high enough,” said Jon. “In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if he wasn’t putting on a bit of a show in hopes of you two leaving him alone to his own devices.” Jon prodded Gilbert with his finger. “Come on, get up, you’re not fooling me.” 
 
    “Go away,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think so,” said Jon as he reached over and sat Gilbert upright on the couch. “And you two are done as well,” he added as he moved Lyn off of Simon’s lap and onto Gilbert’s couch. Jon sat down next to Simon and said, “Now, let’s have a proper drunk where we trash anyone that’s ever wronged any of us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gilbert awoke the next morning in his cabin bed. True to their word, his crew kept him from doing anything foolish. Gilbert cleaned himself up, got himself some coffee and shuffled his way to the ship’s control room. Holt glanced up and smiled as Gilbert lowered himself into a chair. 
 
    “Tough night, huh, Chief?” said Holt. 
 
    “In so very, many ways,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “You should take something for that hangover,” said Holt. 
 
    “Not just yet,” said Gilbert. “I find that an inability to focus and think straight suits my current needs.” 
 
    “Finally,” mumbled Holt, “someone that understands my lifestyle.” 
 
    Gilbert smiled and said, “Yes, I begin to appreciate the method of your madness.” 
 
    “So a girl dumped you,” Holt shrugged his shoulders, “it’s not the end of the world.” Holt reached out and patted Gilbert’s arm. “Come on, Boss, don’t let it get you down.” 
 
    Gilbert held up his hand in an effort to stop Holt from proceeding. “Please don’t tell me that there are plenty of other fish in the sea. I heard enough of that last night. It got so bad that at some point we began toasting different species.” 
 
    “That explains all the drunken shouts of Red Snapper,” said Holt. 
 
    “We may have gotten a little carried away.” Gilbert’s brow knotted. “And I vaguely remember booking a fishing trip somewhere.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a good start,” nodded Holt. “It’s been my experience that it’s not the type of fish that matters, but how often you go fishing and the quality of your bait.” 
 
    “What happens if you like fish, but don’t like to go fishing?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “That’s why they have fish markets,” shrugged Holt. 
 
    “But I don’t want to buy fish,” said Gilbert. “I want the fish to come to me on their own.” 
 
    “Well, then, you still have to at least go near the water,” said Holt. “There’s hardly any fish in outer space. Believe me, I’ve looked.” 
 
    “So you think I should have settled down with Dina?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Hell, no,” said Holt. “I never met a fisherman that said one was his limit.” 
 
    “But Dina was a very nice fish,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “Very nice fish don’t leave you for another fisherman just because you have to go to work,” explained Holt. “Look, I know you’re broken up over this, but there are two things I’d like to do.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “First, I want to stop talking about fish,” said Holt. 
 
    “Alright,” smiled Gilbert. 
 
    “Second, I want to be straight with you about Dina,” said Holt. 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Dina is a very nice and intelligent girl that, outside of the bedroom, you knew very little about.” Holt held up his hand and forestalled Gilbert’s rebuttal. “I know, you two had a bunch of late night conversations during those first few weeks after we left her planet, but I was on that planet interacting with the locals all that time you were off helping Nash and I got to know them pretty well. These are very intelligent people living in very backwards conditions and they have a very social society.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    Holt shrugged, “They’ve had established crops and animal herds for over a hundred years. There’s not much to do there outside of chores and they had a lot of free time on their hands. They grew from one village to three in fifty years. See where I’m going here? These folks pair-up pretty quickly.” 
 
    Gilbert thought back to his chance meeting with Jon and the conversation they had right before they left the planet. He had attributed Jon’s involvement with the locals as Jon being Jon, but now, in retrospect, what Holt was saying made sense. 
 
    “You’re right, Holt,” said Gilbert. “I guess I wasn’t aware of that aspect of their social structure. It really helps me better understand the situation. I suppose I jumped into that relationship pretty quick and without really knowing anything about Dina or her culture.” 
 
    “It’s the same reason you don’t cook bacon naked,” agreed Holt, nodding. “You get into a relationship too fast with a person you know nothing about and you can experience pain at an entirely different level.” 
 
    “Are you speaking from experience?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Holt. “I started seeing this girl and the sex was great, but one morning I was cooking breakfast and I found out she didn’t own an apron.” 
 
    “I meant if you had experience about getting into relationships too fast,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “That’s what I meant,” nodded Holt. “I mean, what type of person doesn’t have an apron? These are the things you need to discover before you start cooking.” 
 
    “Well,” smiled Gilbert, “thanks for setting me straight.” 
 
    “A first, huh?” said Holt. 
 
    “Yeah, what’s the deal?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “I was the designated driver, remember?” said Holt. 
 
    “Yeah, so?” said Gilbert. 
 
    “I haven’t been drinking and you’re hung-over,” said Holt. “We’re both just off our games.” 
 
    “Still, I think I might have passed up something special,” said Gilbert. “You know what I mean?” 
 
    “Another time, another place, two other people, it could have been different,” said Holt with a shrug. “Hell, I’m giving them another few years to get that planet in shape and I’m retiring there.” 
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    Lyn and Simon silently exchanged glances as Gilbert entered the ship’s galley. It was early in the day, ship’s time, and they had completed their delivery to the ore distribution center, made a quick jog to a manufacturing facility and were now hauling mining and building equipment to an obscure asteroid field rich in raw materials. 
 
    “How’s it going, buddy?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Oh, God,” said Gilbert. “What now?” 
 
    “A call came in from Nash while you were still asleep,” said Lyn. “Did you know that Ellie’s body contained some type of tracking system so Nash’s techs could monitor her functionality?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “Well, it does,” said Lyn, “and it stopped transmitting.” 
 
    “What exactly does that mean?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “They’re not sure,” said Simon. “It was a simple telemetry app that was integrated into her implant system’s communications transmitter.” 
 
    “So maybe she’s just out of range or she’s taken herself off the grid,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “That’s a possibility,” said Simon, “but based on the routing signature of its previous transmissions, she had purposely set up a communication relay so she could maintain contact with the rest of the universe.” 
 
    “I thought you two were keeping in touch?” Gilbert asked Lyn. 
 
    “We were at first,” said Lyn, “but I was really worried about her going out on her own and I might have been a tad overzealous with my messages.” A frown passed across Lyn’s face. “She set up an auto-reply with some wiseass remark about life being too short to spend time giving me the play by play.” Lyn’s expression changed to one of puzzlement. “Can someone please explain how, in a short matter of months, I ended up with a teenage daughter?” 
 
    “That’s a good one,” said Simon. ‘Life’s too short.’ I think the specs on her body says it should last three hundred years before it requires maintenance.” 
 
    “Does Nash’s team have her last known location?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “They do,” said Simon. “She was on some backwater planet in sector C12F. It’s inhabited, but centuries away from contact, which explains the need for the communication relays. Without them, she could become stranded.” 
 
    “Maybe some of the locals came across her relay equipment and smashed it,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” said Simon. “According to the equipment signature, it’s a satellite relay so it’s probably in orbit.” 
 
    “It could be an equipment failure,” said Gilbert. “Or maybe there was some type of collision with orbital debris that took out the relays.” 
 
    “Possible,” said Simon, “but not likely. Either way, it would leave her marooned there.” 
 
    “How long has it been since Nash lost contact?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “It’s been over a week since her signal dropped,” said Simon. 
 
    Gilbert thought for a few seconds before asking, “How long to get there?” 
 
    “Close to four days,” said Simon. 
 
    “Okay,” said Gilbert. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “What about our delivery?” asked Lyn. “And the rest of our schedule?” 
 
    “Screw it,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “Funny how you didn’t drop everything and go running after Dina,” commented Lyn. 
 
    “Now?” said Gilbert. “You decide that now is the perfect opportunity to try and teach me a lesson? Stop wasting time and change course.” 
 
    “Don’t get your panties in a bunch,” said Lyn. “I changed course right after Nash gave me the planet’s location.” 
 
    “Could someone please remind me exactly who the captain is on this ship?” said Gilbert. 
 
    “Oh, you’re the captain alright,” said Lyn as she stood up. “Captain shit-for-brains,” she added before leaving the galley. 
 
    Gilbert turned his puzzled expression towards Simon. Simon, not being puzzled at all, burst out laughing. 
 
    “Maybe you should go after her,” said Gilbert, “and try to calm her down.” 
 
    “Are you kidding,” said Simon. “If I know my girl, she’s off to the gym to blow off some steam. I think it would be best if she sparred with a robot instead of me. She probably wouldn’t mind it if you joined her.” 
 
    “No thanks,” said Gilbert. “I like my testicles right where they are.” 
 
    “Now that’s a phrase you don’t hear every day,” said Jon as he entered the galley. 
 
    “Depends on the company you keep,” said Holt, following behind Jon. 
 
    “You guys heard the news about Ellie?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “We were all together when the call came in,” said Jon. 
 
    “Maybe we should separate and take the Falcon to check on Ellie,” said Gilbert as he began to think through the situation. 
 
    “After the latest modifications to the Enterprise’s engines, you wouldn’t get there any sooner,” said Simon, “and you’d have a lot less firepower.” 
 
    “But we’d have stealth capabilities,” reminded Gilbert. 
 
    “Right,” agreed Simon. “Since we don’t know exactly what’s going on, it’s best if we bring both ships and park the Enterprise somewhere inconspicuous outside their planetary system and make our final approach in the Falcon.” 
 
    “Looks like you have it all figured out,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “That’s why we let you sleep in,” nodded Simon. 
 
      
 
      
 
    So it was just under two days later when they entered the sector of space that the planet Ellie was on called home. It is worth noting here that, sooner or later, every civilization with advanced math and clear skies attempts to predict the likelihood of intelligent life inhabiting other planets. Predictions vary from millions to billions, but like most things in life, reality tends to be quite different. For example, this planet is the only habitable world in what has to be the most unremarkable corner of the universe and it’s so far off the beaten path that it’s of absolutely no worth to anyone except the folks currently space-locked on it.  
 
    As planned, Gilbert parked the Enterprise by a debris field on the outskirts of the planetary system, left Holt minding the store while Lyn piloted the Falcon into orbit as Simon, Gilbert and Jon looked on. They had entered the system in full stealth mode just in case there was more going on here than they could detect from a distance, but their caution, though warranted, was unnecessary. There wasn’t another ship in this sector of space, let alone this star system. 
 
    The planet was blue-green and very Earth-like and they were able to positively identify it as the origin of Ellie’s past transmissions by the communication equipment in orbit. The equipment seemed undamaged and functional so they turned their attention towards the planet. The equipment was in a geosynchronous orbit over a fairly populated area so they began their search for Ellie with the assumption that she would be somewhere in the general populace directly below. 
 
    Now this planet did possess one somewhat unique feature, other than the fact that it was able to support human life, and that was the fact that its people had originated there and was not part of a settlement or colony from another world. Though rare, this is not a very uncommon occurrence. In fact, about ten percent of all known inhabited planets have an indigenous people and are at various levels of sophistication, depending on exactly where they are in their journey out of the jungle. The other ninety percent are all the product of human expansion and almost all of those operate at a very high level of technology. 
 
    It is worth noting that these aboriginal planets do all share a common connection, one that Lyn had discovered as she studied the social and cultural aspects of the universe. Lyn found this much more interesting than the technological component of the universe, which was what Simon and Gilbert spent most of their time attempting to comprehend. Lyn broached the subject one night while she and Simon were alone in their cabin and talking in bed before going to sleep. 
 
    “I read an article back on Earth,” began Lyn, “that said most scientists don’t believe in God. Is that true?” 
 
    “I don’t know what the exact percentage is,” said Simon, “or if it has ever been actually calculated. Both Einstein and Hawkins have been quoted saying so many different things it’s practically impossible to understand their positions.” 
 
    “What about you?” asked Lyn. “You believe in God, don’t you? You call out to Him often enough.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Simon. 
 
    Lyn began a physical impersonation of Simon in a very specific state that can’t be adequately described by words while panting, “Oh God, oh God, oh God.” 
 
    “Very funny,” said Simon. “And to answer your question, yes, I do believe in God.” 
 
    “That’s good because I want a church wedding,” said Lyn. 
 
    “We’re getting married?” asked a somewhat surprised Simon. “I don’t recall any conversation we’ve had where either one of us has brought up the subject.” 
 
    “You don’t want to marry me?” asked Lyn. 
 
    Now unlike Gilbert, Simon is a very quick study and had learned quite a bit from his relationship with Lyn as well as all the romantic comedies they’ve watched together. It didn’t take Simon long to recognize that movie genre as a semi-subliminal educational tool women use to condition men. Once he recognized that fact, he began to privately take notes after each viewing which he then used as a study guide with the expectation that, sooner or later, there would be a test. 
 
    Allowing less than a second to pass after Lyn spoke, Simon executed a side roll and twist combination move that took him off the bed and put him on his knees directly in front of Lyn. Seems his time in the gym was paying off as well. 
 
    “Will you marry me?” asked Simon, gazing up into Lyn’s eyes. 
 
    “Of course, silly,” smiled Lyn. “Why do you think I brought it up?” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you have a ring handy?” asked Simon. 
 
    “No,” said Lyn. “I want us to pick it out together.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” said Simon. “Just remember, I have more spending money out here than I do on Earth. Do you have a date in mind? I’ll ask Gilbert to add a trip home into our work schedule to match it.” 
 
    “Not really,” said Lyn. “Though I was hoping it would be sooner rather than later, but the situation between Gil and Dina, and now this trouble with Ellie, has complicated things quite a bit. Why don’t we keep this to ourselves until things settle down?” 
 
    “Alright,” said Simon. 
 
    “And we don’t have to return to Earth to get married,” said Lyn. 
 
    “We don’t?” said Simon. 
 
    “Nope,” said Lyn. “There are plenty of churches out here.” 
 
    “Really?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Yes,” said Lyn. “There are churches, temples, mosques all over the place. Did you know that the same religious figures reappear all over the universe?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Abraham, Moses, Jesus, Krishna, Buddha, the whole bunch,” said Lyn. “They appear all over the universe, wherever human life originates.” Lyn sighed. “It’s strange, but even with this high level of technology no one has been able to explain the phenomenon scientifically.” 
 
    Lyn and Simon sat quietly for a bit as they pondered the universe. So it goes. Or maybe the answer really is 42. It really doesn’t matter what interpretation of the human condition you apply, life is both simplistic and complicated, and beyond comprehension, which is why Simon and Lyn chose that point in time to stop comprehending and start copulating. So it went. 
 
      
 
      
 
    So with the Falcon in orbit, Gilbert and Lyn used the ship’s imaging systems to map the region below and identify the best location to begin their search for Ellie. Once that was accomplished, they began discussing their plans for planetary invasion.  
 
    “I still don’t think I should be the one to stay behind,” said Lyn for what could be the fifth time. 
 
    “Look,” said Jon, “we don’t want to attract any unwarranted attention. We’ve got the proper peasant clothing and we’ve up loaded a coarse version of their language so we’ll look and speak the part of country folk, but we’ll still probably stick out from the crowd. This is a primitive and suspicious society and there isn’t a lot of law.” 
 
    “All the more reason for me to go along,” said Lyn. 
 
    “Wrong,” said Jon, shaking his head. “Less than five percent of the women down there have straight teeth and a clear complexion.” 
 
    “So I’ll wear a hood and keep my mouth shut,” countered Lyn. 
 
    “I’m sure you could wear a hood,” said Simon. 
 
    “You can wear a hood and a cloak and figure out some way to flatten your chest,” continued Jon as he waved his arm at Lyn, “and I can guarantee you that we’ll still get in trouble because sooner or later we’ll cross paths with a couple of drunken guys looking for something to do.” 
 
    “You don’t want Simon to get killed trying to protect you, do you?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “I guess not,” said Lyn. 
 
    “You guess not?” asked Simon. 
 
    “We’ll have our communication apps running,” said Jon, “so you’ll be able to see and hear everything going on and you’ll be able to talk with us through our communication implants. Face it, you’re our backup on this one.” 
 
    “Alright,” said Lyn. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Jon. “Now let’s find a convenient spot to land this ship so we can begin searching for Ellie.”  
 
    Landing the ship undetected was not much of a problem since the area they were traveling into was currently in the planet’s nighttime rotation and most folks were tucked away in bed. The ship’s imaging systems allowed them to identify the local villages, as well as the villagers, so Lyn could deposit the boys reasonably close to one of the smaller villages without anyone out for a midnight stroll seeing them and then move the ship to a concealed spot further away. Unfortunately, one of the design goals of Ellie’s android body was to mimic the response of humans in long range scans so she was virtually indistinguishable from the locals and, if she was in the area, she could not be recognized.  
 
    In mapping the area, they identified a somewhat larger, more urban town surrounded by smaller, rural villages. Simon, Gilbert and Jon had left the ship right before sunrise and started walking along a narrow dirt road that led into one of the smaller villages as a starting point to see what they could learn there before moving onto the more populated areas. 
 
    They waited a bit by the side of the road so that the morning activities would be in full swing as they entered the village with the hope that people would be more concerned with their morning chores than with a few strangers passing through. The village itself had the appearance of a post medieval/pre-industrial age society. A high use of metallurgy was apparent in the village and the buildings were either constructed of stone or wood or some combination thereof. The buildings had chimneys so they were heated and had indoor cooking, but, as the smell indicated, the bathrooms were outside and most likely communal. 
 
    As they were walking along a path through the center of the village they heard the sound of horses and riders coming up behind them and quickly moved aside as a group of armed men rode through. 
 
    “What do you suppose that was all about?” asked Gilbert. “They seemed to be in a hurry.” 
 
    “Don’t know, don’t want to know,” said Simon. 
 
    “Your friend’s a smart one.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” said Gilbert, as they turned around to see who had spoken. 
 
    “You’re from the mountains?” inquired an elderly man seated on a stump in front of a small, thatched-roof dwelling. 
 
    “That’s right,” said Jon. 
 
    “Well, you don’t want to get mixed up with what’s going on in these lands,” continued the old man. 
 
    “Exactly what is going on?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Those men that just went riding by are going to Ethal to fight against the sheriff,” said the old man. 
 
    Now let’s stop right here and remind everyone that this isn’t an exact transcript of Jon and the old man’s conversation. Jon, Simon and Gilbert are, of course, using the translation apps loaded into their implant systems and it’s putting the old man’s words into a symbolism they are familiar with and that their minds can easily comprehend. And, of course, none of them are speaking English or with any resemblance of a grammatically correct language. Thanks to their translation implants, Jon, Simon and Gilbert are speaking a very guttural dialect of the local language which explains why the old man assumed they were from the mountains. Their dress and speech was purposely designed to give them a hillbilly look with the hopes that any social blunders could be blamed on ignorance and not cause any type of confrontation with the villagers. 
 
    “Why are they fighting the sheriff?” asked Jon. 
 
    “And what is Ethal?” added Gilbert. 
 
    “The sheriff and his men have been bleeding us dry,” said the old man. “They take our women and force the men to work without rest. The young men wanted to revolt and fight and free us from this tyranny or die trying, but the older men convinced them to petition the king for help. Their message never reached the king and the sheriff’s cruelty worsened.” The old man extended his arm in a sweeping motion, indicating a general outward direction. “All these villages are run by the sheriff and his seat of power is in the township of Ethal.” 
 
    “That’s horrible,” said Simon. 
 
    “Aye,” said the old man. “We thought all was lost, but then God delivered us an angel.” 
 
    “An angel?” said Gilbert, fearing the worse. 
 
    “Aye,” nodded the old man. “An avenging angel.”  
 
    “Oh, no,” said Simon. 
 
    “Her name isn’t Ellie, is it?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Nay,” said the old man. “She calls herself Athena.” 
 
    “Athena?” said Simon, wondering if they were on the right track. 
 
    “Aye,” said the old man. “Athena Gilbertsanass is her full calling.” 
 
    “Right,” said Simon as he nodded to Jon and Gilbert. They bid farewell to the old man and continued their walk through the village. 
 
    “Classic,” chuckled Simon. “She could become part of this planet’s folklore, like Robin Hood, and centuries from now people would be telling the story of the great warrior Gilbertsanass. Maybe they’ll even make it into a movie.” 
 
    “Laugh it up,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “What’s the significance of Athena?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Ancient Earth mythology,” said Simon. “Athena was the goddess of wisdom, strength, strategy, justice and skill.” 
 
    “That’s our girl for sure,” nodded Jon. “Modest as ever.” 
 
    “Let’s follow those riders out of the village,” began Gilbert. “And Lyn, see if you can track them or identify any areas where there might be armed conflict.” 
 
    “Right,” said Lyn, her voice being transmitted to Simon, Gilbert and Jon. “There’s a good chance Ellie may be there.” 
 
    “Or locked away so deep in someone’s dungeon that her transmissions are blocked,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “I’ve located the riders,” said Lyn. “They’re heading out of this village and towards a larger town, which I think we can assume is Ethal.” 
 
    Taking Lyn’s direction, the boys walked out of the village and followed the dirt road through the countryside as it wound its way towards the township of Ethal. Ethal was built with a higher degree of sophistication and infrastructure which included fortifications, guard stations and a castle-like structure that the sheriff called home. It was from Ethal that he governed the local villages with an iron fist. 
 
    “Hey, guys,” Lyn’s voice said from inside their heads. “There is a group of people off the road ahead and horses as well. I think the riders from the village are now part of this larger group. Be prepared.” 
 
    Gilbert nodded towards Simon and Jon. As part of their disguise, Simon and Jon each had a bow and a small quiver of arrows strung across their back, though the obvious use was for hunting, and they all carried belt knives, but that was the extent of their weapons that any native onlooker would see. Jon, walking in-between Simon and Gilbert, and somewhat blocked from view from any observer, palmed his multi-purpose device and prepared to stun anyone that posed a threat. Simon and Gilbert were armed with palm sized stunners that remained tucked into their belts. Jon nodded towards the bend in the road up ahead.  
 
    A good sized rock came into view as they followed the road around a blind corner. Sitting on the rock was an even better sized young man. 
 
    “Hello,” said Gilbert as he approached the young man. 
 
    “Hello,” came the response. Jon turned around as he heard members of the rebel group emerge from the forest and fill the path behind them, blocking their retreat. Other members of the group appeared behind the young man sitting on the rock. 
 
    “We don’t have any money,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “That’s too bad,” said the man, standing up. “You can’t do much in Ethal without money.” 
 
    “We’re not going to Ethal,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Funny, that’s where this road goes,” countered the young man. 
 
    “We’re looking for someone,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “Found someone, you have,” said the young man. 
 
    “We’re looking for a girl,” said Simon. 
 
    “Aren’t we all?” said the young man with a shrug. 
 
    “Her name is Athena,” added Gilbert. 
 
    The man frowned. “You’re looking for Gilbertsanass?” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Simon. 
 
    “Well, you’re too late,’ said the young man. “She’s dead.” 
 
    “What?” exclaimed Gilbert. 
 
    “Killed in battle over a fortnight ago,” confirmed the young man, his tone turning somber. 
 
    “Are you sure?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “I was there,” said the young man. 
 
    “Where’s her body?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Why in the world do you want to know that?” asked the young man. 
 
    “She’s our sister,” said Simon. “We want to bring the body home and bury it there.” 
 
    “First, I don’t believe a word of that story,” said the young man. “Second, it doesn’t matter. The sheriff’s men threw her body into a fire pit and it was consumed by the flames. The only thing left of her is her head and it’s on a pole in front of the gate leading into the sheriff’s castle.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “I’m sure,” said the young man. “Now I don’t know what your game is, but you can either go back the way you came or try to get past us.”  
 
    “It was nice talking to you,” said Gilbert. “And if it’s all the same, we’ll just go back the way we came.” 
 
    The man nodded towards the path and the men that were blocking their retreat stood to the side, allowing Gilbert, Simon and Jon to pass by. 
 
    “Lyn,” said Gilbert as they moved out of earshot. “Did you hear all that?” 
 
    “Yup,” said Lyn. “I’ll get the bag ready.”  
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    “Have you found her?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Not yet,” said Lyn.  
 
    Lyn had located a secluded spot close to the road to Ethal where she was able to pick up Simon, Gilbert and Jon unseen. Even though the Falcon was the size of a house, Lyn was able to use its navigation system in concert with its imaging system to pilot a course that positioned it right above the trees and out of the line of sight of any locals. Of course, the closer they got to Ethal the more people there were out and about and the harder it was for them to remain unseen. Lyn was able to put the ship down in a sheltered spot, from where she continued using the ship’s various scanning instruments to first map out the township, identify the sheriff’s fortress and then locate the pathway leading to the main gate. 
 
    “What’s the hold up?” inquired Gilbert. 
 
    “There are a surprising number of heads on poles,” said Lyn, “and they’re all in various stages of decay so the scanner is having difficulty identifying Ellie. I just began comparing their bone structures to Ellie’s appearance.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it just be the last head in the row?” asked Simon. 
 
    “You’d think so,” said Lyn, “but apparently this guy has a lot of enemies and no shortage of poles. Hang on, found her, third from the end.” 
 
    “Is her head in tact?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “I think so,” said Lyn. “It’s pinging like it’s full of tomato soup.” 
 
    “Any guards?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Plenty,” said Lyn. “They’re making their rounds around the castle walls.” 
 
    “Any way to get her head without being seen?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Sure,” said Lyn. 
 
    “Any way without stunning everyone in the area?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “That would make it a bit harder,” said Lyn, “but I think we could do it. We’d have to wait until the middle of the night so no one would notice the ship floating overhead. Then the ship’s computer could monitor the guards’ movements, wait for the precise moment when everyone is facing the other direction and then drop down and snatch it. 
 
    “Ship, can you do that?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Sure can,” answered the ship’s computer. “I’ve been observing the guards’ route and there’s usually a 21.3 second period of time when the head in question is not within their sight. After positioning myself directly above the pole and extending a grappling arm, I only need 14.7 seconds to drop down, grab it and pop back up.” 
 
    “Will they hear anything?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Whatever they hear or feel,” said the ship, “I’m sure they will think it was just a gust of wind.” 
 
    “What about us?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Do you like roller coasters?” asked the ship. 
 
    “Not really,” admitted Simon. 
 
    “I’ll boost the inertial dampeners,” said the ship. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Simon. 
 
    “So,” began Gilbert, “we’ve got some time to kill?” 
 
    “Why do you ask?” said Jon somewhat suspiciously. “What do you have in mind?”  
 
    Gilbert turned towards Lyn. “Do you think we could get in and out of Ethal before sundown?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, her tone just as suspicious as Jon’s. “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “Well,” said Gilbert, “it seems we have a once in a lifetime opportunity and you know how I hate to pass those up.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alright,” said Simon, “now take one of me.” After much argument, and Gilbert repeatedly reminding everyone exactly who the captain was, he finally convinced Lyn to allow him and Simon to spend the afternoon in Ethal. Against his better judgment, but recognizing the need for extra caution, Jon decided to accompany them. 
 
    Still dressed in their hillbilly garb, they spent an uneventful hour or so walking from the ship into the township of Ethal. They spent some time seeing the local sights in the marketplace and then worked their way towards the castle gatehouse and the long row of head-topped poles. 
 
    They weren’t alone, however. This stretch of the roadway was somewhat of a tourist attraction and they found themselves among many other sightseers that came to gawk at the sheriff’s vanquished enemies. You can be sure, though, that they were the only ones there with a camera as Jon used his multi-purpose device to take pictures of Gilbert and Simon posing next to Ellie’s head. 
 
    “I don’t think she will find this very amusing,” said Jon. 
 
    “It’s meant to teach her a lesson,” said Gilbert. “She needs to understand that she is not immortal.” 
 
    “Then I would think that one picture would do it,” said Jon. 
 
    “One picture for her,” said Simon, “and the rest are for us since we do think it’s funny.” 
 
    “You think this is funny?” said a voice from the side of the path. 
 
    Simon, Gilbert and Jon knew who had spoken even before they turned towards the voice. It was the same young man that they had met on the trail leading into Ethal that morning. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Jon, “but I think you may have misunderstood us.” 
 
    “That is possible,” said the man. “It does seem as though you’re trying very hard to disguise yourselves as something you obviously aren’t. Your mannerisms and physique don’t match your speech and clothing. Perhaps if you spoke plainly and coherently there would be less confusion between us.” 
 
    Jon exchanged glances and nods with Gilbert and Simon and they mentally switched their internal translation apps to automatically translate their speech into the local dialect minus the hillbilly accent and inflection. For Jon, a person who had grown up with an implant system integrated with his brain since a young age, this was an almost involuntary process, but for Simon and Gilbert, with only a few months experience of implant technology connected to their brain, they actually had to think about it first. Either way, all three were able to speak perfectly in the local tongue within a second or two. 
 
    “Alright,” said Jon. “Let’s all speak clearly. Why are you here? This can’t be a coincidence.” 
 
    “This is where I was heading, remember?” said the man. “We met on the road to Ethal. What I would like to know is how you got here before me. We were on horseback.” 
 
    “Now who’s not speaking clearly?” said Jon. “I know you were traveling to Ethal, I asked you why.” 
 
    “She called me Robin, you know,” said the man, nodding towards Ellie’s head, as he walked to the side of the pathway and quietly uncovered a longbow and a quiver of arrows from a cart that had all appearances of being broken and discarded on the side of the road. “She said that together we would defeat the sheriff and end the suffering.” 
 
    Jon looked up and down the path only to see other men, some of which he recognized from the road earlier that morning, uncovering bows, arrows, swords and ropes similarly hidden along the side of the path or within the bushes. 
 
    “I take it this is something you’ve been planning?” said Jon. 
 
    “For just over a fortnight,” said Robin as he waved his arm, signaling his men. Like them, he notched an arrow and let fly. In an instant, that section of wall and the gatehouse were unguarded. 
 
    “Now that’s funny,” said Robin as he and his men rushed through the gate and into the castle. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s funny at all,” said Simon as he looked from Gilbert to Jon. “What should we do?” 
 
    “We should get the hell out of here,” said Jon. 
 
    Gilbert grabbed the burlap that had recently concealed Robin’s bow and arrows, uprooted Ellie’s pole, wrapped her head in the sackcloth and handed it to Jon. 
 
    “You two take Ellie back to the ship,” he said. “I’ll catch up with you in a bit.” 
 
    “Gilbert,” Lyn’s voice broadcasted into their skulls, “I know what you’re thinking, but don’t do it.” 
 
    Simon saw the concentration on Gilbert’s face. “Dude, you didn’t turn her off, did you?” 
 
    “Robin doesn’t have enough men to take the castle,” said Gilbert. “I’m going in and I don’t need her distracting me.” And with that, Gilbert turned and ran in through the gate after Robin. Once inside the castle, Gilbert ran down the hallway, turned a corner, tripped over a prone guard lying on the floor, crashed into a small table and stool that were obviously part of the guards’ station and went sprawling across the floor. Gilbert looked up to see Robin and his men staring down at him. 
 
    “We are trying to be quiet, you know,” Robin said. “Element of surprise and all that. Exactly what are you doing here?” 
 
    “I came to help,” said Gilbert. “Surprise.” 
 
    “I hope that you’re as good a fighter as your sister,” said Robin. 
 
    “My sister?” said Gilbert. 
 
    “Athena,” said Robin. “You said she was your sister.” 
 
    “Right,” said Gilbert. “I just wasn’t sure which one of my sisters you meant.” 
 
    Robin looked past Gilbert and then wisely positioned himself in front of the guards’ station just in time to intercept a flailing Simon as he rounded the corner and tripped over the guard. 
 
    “Should we wait for your other friend,” Robin said as he straightened Simon out, “or can we move on?” 
 
    “Let’s go,” said Simon, nodding towards the left corridor. 
 
    “Why that way?” asked Robin. 
 
    “Our sister mapped out the interior of the castle,” said Simon. “The right leads to the garrison, the left to the sheriff’s main hall and chambers.” 
 
    “Athena never mentioned this to me,” said Robin. 
 
    “It was our other sister,” said Simon. “Her name is Lyn.” 
 
    “Why should I trust you?” asked Robin. “Athena made no mention of family or friends.” 
 
    “Athena never mentioned us?” asked Gilbert, a somewhat hurt tone in his voice. “She never said we’d be along if anything ever happened to her?” 
 
    “She did not,” said Robin. 
 
    “That’s typical,” said Gilbert as he shook his head. 
 
    Robin slapped Gilbert on the back as he stifled a laugh. “You know her well, though I don’t think as a brother.” Robin turned to his men and pointed to the left corridor. 
 
    “We should hurry,” said Gilbert as he followed Robin through the corridor. “The other guards on the outside wall will soon know something is wrong.” 
 
    “There are no other guards outside,” said Robin. “We did not come alone, nor are we alone inside the castle.” Robin stopped and studied a parchment map he had removed from his belt. 
 
    “You already had a map of the castle?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Then you knew to go left when we first entered,” said Simon. 
 
    “Of course,” said Robin. “Plenty of people here are tired of killing their own kin for the sheriff and are eager to help our cause.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Lyn’s voice said in Simon’s head. “I’ve been monitoring the outside wall and at least three other groups have infiltrated the castle in addition to the one you’re with and there are now two main groups positioned on the wall and gates to stop any troops loyal to the sheriff from entering. Classic attack and defend strategy.” 
 
    Gilbert and Simon followed along with Robin’s men and it soon became apparent to them that they were with the command group. The main body of men was focused on blocking all passageways to the castle garrison and containing the troops inside. The rest of the castle guards had been routed early in the fray. As soon as it was evident that the castle was his and he could spare the men, Robin had Gilbert and Simon placed under guard. 
 
    “What do you think he’ll do with us?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Well, historically in this era of cultural development they basically had three different alternatives to this type of situation,” explained Gilbert. “1 - they let you go, 2 - they torture you, 3 - they kill you.” 
 
    “That’s it?” exclaimed Simon. 
 
    “Well, there’s always the 2-3 combo,” said Gilbert. “But that’s more of a subset than an actual alternative.” 
 
    “What about a 2-1 combo?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Some etymologists believe that’s how the phrase ‘better off dead’ originated,” said Gilbert and the conversation petered-out after that. It wasn’t long until Simon and Gilbert were summoned for and led into the sheriff’s main hall. Though no bodies were in evidence, pools of blood remained as an indication of the events that had transpired in the past few hours. Robin sat behind what had previously been the sheriff’s desk. He stood up and nodded as Simon and Gilbert entered the room. 
 
    “You seem awfully calm for someone surrounded by enemy troops,” said Gilbert. “There are probably more of the sheriff’s men being held in the castle garrison than you have in the entire castle.” 
 
    “Those problems have been easily resolved,” said Robin. 
 
    “You killed them?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Of course not,” said Robin, visibly insulted. “I am not the sheriff. You’re overlooking two basic facts; first, most of those men were mercenaries; second, the sheriff’s treasury is upstairs. I simply paid them off.” 
 
    “Speaking of the sheriff,” said Simon, “where is he?” 
 
    “Outside,” said Robin. 
 
    “What’s he doing outside?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Part of him is lying in a ditch and part of him is stuck on a pole,” explained Robin. 
 
    “You put his head on a pole?” asked Simon. 
 
    “No,” replied Robin. 
 
    “Ah,” said Simon as he looked about the chamber. “Well, it sounds like you have everything under control here and don’t require any help from us.” 
 
    “Never did,” said Robin. 
 
    “Right,” said Gilbert. “Our mistake, then. We’ll just be on our way” 
 
    “One small problem,” said Robin as he walked to the window and looked outside. “Athena’s head is missing.” Simon and Gilbert exchanged glances as Robin continued, “And I’m guessing your friend took it. I want it back.” 
 
    “May I ask why?” said Gilbert. 
 
    “To give it the proper burial it deserves, on Holy Ground,” said Robin. “Athena was only here for a short time, but in that short time she helped us fight against tyranny and injustice. I will not see her remains desecrated.” 
 
    “And if I give you my word that her remains are well taken care of?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s not good enough,” Robin motioned to his men. “Lock them in one of the upper level holding cells. We’ll discuss this again tomorrow. Perhaps the light of day will help them see more clearly. Be sure their cell has a good view of the sheriff’s pole.” 
 
    As instructed, the guards led Simon and Gilbert into a holding area that was comprised of three individual chambers and locked them together in the middle cell. Now even though their doors were made up of crude metal bars with simplistic locks, it was more than enough to hold them – unless they used their anachronistic weapons to produce a focused power beam strong enough to melt through the metal, something they really didn’t want to do as any evidence of such actions would likely get them burned at the stake if they were caught on their way out. Now since it was night, they decided it would be best to wait for coordinated rescue by Lyn and Jon, which, they hoped, would spare them the morning view of whatever was sitting on top of the pole outside their window. They continued to wait anxiously long into the night and the waiting, coupled with the radio silence, gave them the distinct impression that someone was trying to make a point. It was hours after midnight when they heard the door that led into their holding area open and saw a familiar figure walk into view.   
 
    “Jon,” said Gilbert. “Thank God you’re here.” 
 
    “Quick,” said Jon, “move to the front of the cell.” 
 
    Simon and Gilbert moved to the front of the cell as directed and stared at Jon expectantly. 
 
    “What now?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Say ‘cheese,’ said Jon as he held out his device and snapped their picture. 
 
    “Did you boys learn a lesson?” asked Lyn as she rounded the corner. “Or do I need to let these guys kill you before you realize you’re not immortal either.”  
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    Oddly enough, Ellie’s head soon found itself again perched on top of a pole. This pole, however, was only a foot or so high and was, itself, attached to a table. The table wasn’t attached to anything, it just relied on gravity to keep it in place and the place where it happened to be kept was the familiar setting of Doctor Cho’s lab.  
 
    Simon, Lyn and Gilbert had personally delivered Ellie’s head to Doctor Cho’s lab while Jon and Holt went to the station’s cafeteria to get something to eat. 
 
    “Now that looks freaky,” said Lyn as she gazed at the disembodied head. Though it had been cleaned, there were still spots of missing flesh and scalp where the occasional bird had pecked at it. 
 
    “Is she okay in there?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Seems so,” said Doctor Cho. “We made sure her skull casing was much stronger than bone, we didn’t want any of her consciousness leaking out if she sustained a blow to her head, and its structural integrity is intact. The only real damage was done to her neck and all her biological connections had automatic shutoff valves so there wasn’t any fluid loss from that end.” Doctor Cho looked at her instrument screen and said, “I am detecting the same signature of electro-chemical activity that passed as her brainwave pattern when she was last here, though it is at a much reduced state.” 
 
    “Can she see or hear us?” asked Lyn, looking into Ellie’s open eyes. 
 
    “No,” said Doctor Cho. “In the event of a catastrophic failure, all higher functions are automatically shut down by her body’s control system to conserve energy and maintain her thought processes and memory.” 
 
    “Wow,” said Simon. “This gives a whole new meaning to the term ‘disaster recovery.’ 
 
    “So you can save her?” asked Gilbert. “You can put her back the way she was?” 
 
    “I’m fairly certain I can,” replied Doctor Cho. “Though I won’t know for sure until we perform a full assessment of her condition. You just need to get Nash’s okay and I’ll get started.” 
 
    “Nash hasn’t approved this?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “No,” said Doctor Cho. “He hasn’t. I have other projects that I’m working on right now that he’ll have to reschedule if I’m to spend time working on this and I’m given to understand that there are other issues as well. You should speak with him directly.” 
 
    “I’ll do that,” said Gilbert. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nash sat in his office and attempted to catch up on some paperwork. It took him a bit to focus on the work since he expected to be interrupted at any time. Sure enough, just as soon as he began to unravel the mystery behind the increased spending in the Weapons’ division, his office door announced visitors. Nash took a deep breath and signaled the door to open. 
 
    “Hello, Gilbert,” he said, standing and extending his hand. “Simon and Lyn, nice to see you again.” 
 
    “Cut the crap,” said Lyn, stepping in front of Gilbert and putting her hands on her hips. “Why the delay in helping Ellie? You know she’s running on borrowed time. What’s really going on here?” 
 
    “According to Doctor Cho,” began Nash, “now that we’ve attached a proper power source and are monitoring her condition, Ellie can stay in her current state for months.” 
 
    “But something unexpected could happen during that time and we could lose her,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “That’s highly unlikely,” said Nash. “And I do have a business to run. You have to understand that I just can’t stop what I’m doing to accommodate your needs. I’m more than happy to schedule her in to my current project plan and quote you a price for the repair work.”  
 
    “But you said that if anything happened to her, just to bring her back and you’d fix her up,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “This is hardly a warranty issue,” said Nash. “Her head was hacked off with an axe and her body was destroyed. It will take Cho days just to figure out how to transfer her consciousness intact.” 
 
    “How much do you want?” asked Lyn, her tone now calm as she began to understand the situation. 
 
    “I haven’t run all the numbers yet,” said Nash, “but we’re talking at least five hundred thousand. And that doesn’t include any expedite fees if you want the work done immediately. That would bring it closer to a million.” 
 
    “A million!” exclaimed Gilbert. He was about to continue yelling at Nash, but Lyn held up her hand and stopped him. Lyn looked about the room, motioned Gilbert and Simon into chairs while she sat down as well. Nash sat down behind his desk and looked at Lyn. 
 
    “What do you really want, Nash?” asked Lyn, recognizing that Nash was positioning himself for negotiations. 
 
    “I need you to do a small favor for me,” said Nash. 
 
    “Small favors aren’t worth a million,” said Lyn. 
 
    “I’ve got a colleague that’s doing some work on the edge,” began Nash. 
 
    “I thought you were doing bleeding edge work here,” said Simon. “What’s this guy doing that you’re not?” 
 
    “I don’t mean the technology edge,” said Nash. “I mean the edge of the universe. I need you to go there, pick something up for me and bring it back.” 
 
    “Why the strong-arm routine?” asked Lyn. “Why don’t you just hire us or some other cargo ship, for that matter?” 
 
    “I need to send someone I can trust,” said Nash. 
 
    “And the only way you can trust us is by blackmailing us?” said Lyn. “What do you plan to do, hold Ellie hostage here until we return?” 
 
    “No,” said Nash. “Once we reach an agreement, I’ll pay all the late penalties and have Doctor Cho’s projects pushed out so she can dedicate her team to fixing Ellie. While she’s doing that, I’ll have the Falcon modified for the journey.” 
 
    “What needs to be done to the ship?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “When I said the edge of the universe,” began Nash, “I actually meant out past what is currently considered by mainstream science to be the outer boundary of our universe. Special field generators need to be installed to adapt your engines and environmental systems to the uniqueness of what passes for space-time out on the edge.” 
 
    Now, for most folks, space-time is hard enough to understand in a quasi-stable environment like your own solar system and it jumps right off the weirdness-meter as you approach the universe’s outer boundaries. You see, the universe is like a balloon being inflated from its center with all its bits and pieces moving away from each other at an equal rate. Carrying the balloon analogy a bit further, the edge of the universe is like that inside skin of the balloon that’s stretching and expanding and if you were sitting on that inside skin you’d be experiencing some pretty crazy stuff as the universe’s tensile force pushes out and creates more of itself out of nothing. Space-time? It’s more like spaced-out and timed-out. 
 
    “You mean we’re going out past normal space?” asked Simon. “Last I checked, and it was only a few weeks ago, there aren’t any spaceship engines that work out there.” 
 
    “These are advanced prototypes,” said Nash. 
 
    “Your inability to secure a ship and crew becomes a bit clearer,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “The prototypes work fine,” said Nash. “We’ve made the trip many times.” 
 
    “What is it you want us to bring back?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “I think it’s best if we wait until everyone’s signed on,” said Nash, “and ready to go before we have that discussion.” 
 
    “So let me get this straight,” said Gilbert. The level of his voice and his arm movements increased as he spoke. “You want me to modify my ship with experimental technology, travel into the nether regions of space where one glitch can obliterate our very existence, just to pick something up for you, something so critical that you’re worried we’d tell you to pound sand if we knew what it was. Does that sound about right?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Nash, “but without all the melodramatics.” 
 
    “We’ll need to discuss this with Jon and Holt before we can give you an answer,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “They’re in the cafeteria,” said Nash. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was just over a week later when the modifications to the Falcon were completed and they were ready to begin their journey to the edge of the universe, or into the Forbidden Zone, as Simon liked to call it. 
 
    Gilbert had left Lyn, Ellie and the Falcon at LS7 while he went with Simon, Jon and Holt in the Enterprise to finish their freight delivery. Gilbert and Simon used this time to try and convince Jon and Holt to accompany them on Nash’s little errand. 
 
    “No thanks,” said Holt. “I haven’t gotten tired of living yet.” 
 
    “The risk is very low,” said Gilbert. “Nash’s team has made this trip a bunch of times without incident.” 
 
    “No offense,” said Holt, “but you guys have already almost got me killed a bunch of times just flying around in normal space. No way I’m going out to the edge with you.” 
 
    “What about you, Jon?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “I haven’t gotten tired of living yet either,” said Jon, “but I am intrigued to see what’s out there.” 
 
    “So you’re in?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    Jon nodded and said, “I reviewed the engine modifications and the logs from their previous trips and it does seem like they have it fairly well worked out. I’m not saying that I fully understand everything they’ve done, but it does appear that the risks are low.” Jon shrugged his shoulders. “I’ve done far riskier stunts for a lot less, so I think I’ll tag along and keep all of you out of trouble.” 
 
    “What about it, Holt?” asked Simon. “It will be fun.” 
 
    “No way,” said Holt, shaking his head. “But here’s what I will do, I’ll pick up a few hands and finish our scheduled freight runs while you guys are off trying to get yourselves killed. That way, if you do make it back, you’ll still have a reputable business to return to.” 
 
    “And if we don’t make it back,” said Jon, “you’ll have your own freight business.” 
 
    “It’s a win-win,” said Holt, nodding and smiling. 
 
    “No, it’s a die-die,” said Simon. 
 
    “Worst case,” said Holt, “it’s a die-win and I don’t think you can hope for anything better than that.” 
 
    “We must be close to the edge of the universe now,” said Simon. “Holt’s starting to make sense.” 
 
    Gilbert smiled and said, “I just hope Ellie appreciates what we’re doing for her.” 
 
    “You know,” said Holt, “we could just take Ellie and the Falcon and skedaddle out of here. No reason to come back, there’s always plenty of work around. You don’t need Nash’s quarterly run. Let Nash think you got fried by some kind of weird radiation or something.” 
 
    “I thought you valued the image of a reputable business?” asked Jon. 
 
    “I also value the image of my friends,” said Holt. “Especially when they’re alive.” 
 
    “A deal’s a deal,” said Gilbert. “And Nash has already started working on Ellie.” 
 
    “Well,” said Holt as he raised his glass. “Here’s to a successful journey for you guys and my first stint as captain.” 
 
    “Acting captain,” reminded Gilbert, “under the ship’s computer.” 
 
    “Killjoy,” said Holt. 
 
    The freight run was routine and while in port, Gilbert was able to pick up a few extra crewmen. Freight was always in motion, which, in turn, meant that ships were always in need of repair and you could usually find a few crewmen on a layover that would prefer to be drawing a salary. Gilbert performed a few interviews, checked a few references and hired two crewmen and an engineer to fill-in. 
 
    After the new personnel were settled in and they had picked up their next load, Gilbert, Simon and Jon teleported back to LS7, leaving Holt to manage the freight business until they returned. Lyn met them in the teleport chamber. 
 
    “Ellie’s awake,” she said after a quick kiss and embrace with Simon. “And the ship’s ready to go. I’ve gone over the course with Nash, but he’s still very tight-lipped about our cargo. They’re both waiting to see us for a final debriefing.” 
 
    Gilbert nodded and they all exchanged pleasantries as they walked along the corridor. Simon and Lyn had, of course, kept in touch over the past week so she was well aware that Holt was staying behind and continuing the freight deliveries. 
 
    “You’re okay with the temporary crewmen?” Lyn asked Gilbert as they walked along. “No worries?” 
 
    “They’re part of Captain Howe’s regular crew. He was in for unscheduled maintenance and they didn’t want to pass up a pay period so they signed on.” Though a competitive business, freighter captains do get to know each other since they’re often working different ends of the same run and it didn’t take Gilbert long to separate the semi-legitimate from the semi-pirate. 
 
    They continued to chat until they arrived at the designated conference room. Nash and Ellie were already inside and Nash was ready to begin detailing the mission. They both stood as the door opened. Simon and Jon rushed in, each hugging Ellie. 
 
    “You look great,” said Jon. 
 
    “Much better than when I last saw you,” nodded Simon. 
 
    “I hear I was quite a sight,” said Ellie. 
 
    “I’ve got some snapshots,” said Simon. 
 
    “I really don’t want to see them,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Maybe later, then,” said Simon. 
 
    “I doubt it,” said Ellie. 
 
    “And you were conscious the entire time?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “I was,” confirmed Ellie. “Though I couldn’t see or hear or feel anything.” 
 
    “That must have been awful,” said Lyn. 
 
    “It wasn’t so bad,” said Ellie. “I passed the time by writing novels. It’s not as hard as you think. I’ve already posted them online and they’re receiving good reviews, outside of the occasional jerk that complains about my spelling or grammar.” Ellie’s gaze shifted towards Gilbert. 
 
    “Everything back to normal now?” asked Gilbert as he too gave Ellie a hug. 
 
    “Pretty much, I’m afraid,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Doctor Cho has given her a clean bill of health,” said Nash. “Everything’s in working order.” 
 
    Ellie turned to Nash, “That’s all well and good, but you had no right to use me as a bargaining chip and coerce my friends into running this little errand for you.” Ellie turned to Gilbert. “I was just explaining to Nash that we all don’t have to go on this trip. In fact, I could do it by myself.” 
 
    “And I was explaining to Ellie,” said Nash, “that the odds for success increase with additional crew.” 
 
    “And I was explaining to Nash that Jon and I would be the best suited to go with the minimal risk to personnel,” said Ellie. 
 
    “And I was explaining…” began Nash. 
 
    “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” interrupted Lyn. “We’re all going. We’ve already decided that.” 
 
    “But…,” began Ellie. 
 
    “What’s your problem?” asked Lyn turning towards Ellie. “All of a sudden you don’t remember how we saved Jon from gangsters or how you and Jon saved us from the Earth agents?” As expected, Lyn began poking Ellie in her chest as she spoke. “This is what friends do. Get used to it.” Lyn turned towards Simon and said,” I’ll meet you at the ship,” and then left the room. 
 
    Simon broke the ensuing silence by saying, “Isn’t she awesome?” After finding only blank stares, he continued with, “I better go catch up with her.” 
 
    “Nash,” said Jon, “you and I should go to the ship and review the modifications with Simon. We can finish this meeting there.” And they left the room, leaving Gilbert and Ellie alone. 
 
    “So,” said Ellie, “it looks like we’re all going.” 
 
    “I don’t know why you thought it would be any different,” replied Gilbert. 
 
    “Don’t start with me, Gilbert,” said Ellie. 
 
    “And here we go,” said Gilbert. 
 
    Ellie gave her head a small shake. “I’m sorry. I’m just a bit overwhelmed right now.” 
 
    “I understand,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “I doubt it,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Then tell me about it,” said Gilbert, sitting down at the conference table. 
 
    “It’s hard to explain,” said Ellie, sitting down across from Gilbert. “I felt so alive on that planet. Nobody thought of me as a machine, they all accepted me as some type of warrior-goddess. And then I fell in with Robin and his gang and we were going to change the world.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” said Gilbert. “He was going to be Robin Hood and you were going to be Maid Marian and after you got rid of the evil sheriff, the two of you were going to live happily ever after in a fairytale castle.” 
 
    “Yeah, that sounds like me,” scoffed Ellie. “For your information, I called him Robin because I was like friggin Batman down there.” 
 
    “Until they cut off your head and put it on a pole,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “That did slow me down a little,” admitted Ellie. 
 
    “Do you want to go back?” asked Gilbert. “You and Robin could find a nice cave in the hills.” 
 
    “Thank you, but no,” said Ellie. “I hate to admit it, but it just wasn’t the same without you.” 
 
    “Do you really mean that?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Of course,” smiled Ellie. “What’s Batman without Alfred?” 
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    “Alright,” began Nash, “are we ready to begin again?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Yes,” said Lyn. 
 
    “Great,” said Nash. The group had reconvened in the Falcon’s galley and Nash once again began outlining the mission. “My team has finished conducting a knowledge transfer of the modifications done to your ship with Jon and Simon. They now have a fairly detailed understanding of what has been done to compensate for the peculiarities of space-time on the edge of the universe. You’ve reviewed video flight logs of past trips and have conducted multiple simulations to prepare you for your journey. Unless you say otherwise, I believe you’ve achieved readiness for this activity and we are now ready to proceed with the mission goals.” Nash was displaying a project plan in the space beside him and, after waiting a few seconds without any comments, a milestone was checked off. 
 
    “Can you please just tell us what it is you want us to do?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Of course,” said Nash. “As I’ve already said, I have a colleague conducting certain experiments out past, what has been until recently considered, the boundary of the known and inhabitable universe. Her ship is actually a small transport vessel that was similarly modified to function in that area of space and its cargo bays were transformed into lab rooms.” 
 
    “Your colleague is a woman?” asked Jon in a suspicious tone. 
 
    “What’s wrong with a female coworker?” asked Lyn, not understanding the reason, but picking up on Jon’s concern. 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with female coworkers,” said Nash. ”I happen to have many female coworkers.” 
 
    “That’s probably true” said Jon, “but there’s a short list of people, maybe five at best, that you trust enough to stake on a high-risk gamble like this and I can only think of two women that would be on that list, one of which recently divorced you.” 
 
    “You’re not trying to kill your ex, are you?” asked Lyn. “Believe me, I sympathize, but we really don’t want to get involved in a domestic squabble.” 
 
    “Especially one that goes beyond the border of known existence,” added Simon. 
 
    “It’s not my ex,” said Nash. 
 
    “That just leaves one other person,” said Jon. 
 
    “It’s Nibbs,” said Nash with a sigh. He turned towards Lyn, “Her name is Nibbs.” 
 
    “And that would be the other,” said Jon. 
 
    “Nibbs and Nash,” said Simon with a shrug. “Sounds like an old time comedy act or maybe a British lunch special.” 
 
    “Or brother and sister,” said Jon. 
 
    “Nibbs is your sister?” asked Lyn 
 
    “That’s correct,” said Nash with a nod. 
 
    “Well,” began Lyn, “at least now we know why you don’t want to hire mercenaries to do this job. Much too trigger happy and they usually insist on full payment no matter the outcome. They can’t be trusted in delicate situations like this.” 
 
    “My feeling’s exactly,” said Nash. 
 
     “How many people are out there?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Just Nibbs,” said Nash, “though part of our plan was to add personnel once we were confident we had created a safe working environment.” 
 
    “And you haven’t reached that point yet?” asked Simon. 
 
    “We did,” said Nash, “but Nibbs felt that the criticality of her work justified postponing the addition to her staff.” 
 
    “But wouldn’t more staff help her complete the project sooner?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Nibbs kept complaining that a staff learning curve would delay the completion of her work by almost a month,” explained Nash, “and that she just needed a few more weeks to finish up so it didn’t make sense to send anyone else out.” 
 
    “And just how long did she keep feeding you that line of bull?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Six weeks,” said Nash. 
 
    “But now she’s done and you want us to go and get whatever it is she was working on and bring it back here?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Not exactly,” said Nash. 
 
    “You want us to bring Nibbs back,” said Lyn. 
 
    “Exactly,” said Nash. 
 
    “And she doesn’t know we’re coming to get her,” said Lyn. 
 
    “No, she doesn’t” said Nash. “The peculiarities of the edge space-time, coupled with some tweaks to the Falcon’s stealth technology will mask it from her sensors as you approach. I’m supplying you with the necessary authorization level codes that will allow you to dock with her ship before she even knows you’re there.” 
 
    “And the reason you’re not joining us on this little trip?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “My last conversation with Nibbs was a bit confrontational,” said Nash. “And I think we would have better results if you act on my behalf.” The display next to Nash changed. “I’ve developed a risk register and a support plan, so if you run into any trouble, I’ll be able to coordinate help from this end.” 
 
    “And what kind of trouble would that be?” asked Ellie as she began to read through the risks and countermeasures Nash was displaying. “Exactly what was Nibbs working on?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Nash. 
 
    “You’re not sure?” questioned Ellie. “How can you not be sure?” 
 
    “Her original intent was scientific analysis of what lay beyond our universe,” said Nash. “And she already had developed the framework of mathematics needed to exist in that part of space when she approached me to collaborate on the project. She had funding from another group and a ship so it was either let her try it on her own and have no idea what was happening or team up with her and run the project from here.” Nash shook his head. “At least now I have options.” 
 
    “I find it interesting,” said Simon. “That you consider us risking our lives an ‘option.’  
 
    “If you don’t want to go,” said Nash, “then I’ll buy your ship and lead a team of mercenaries in your place.” 
 
    “I’m in,” said Jon and all heads turned towards him. “You all know my family history. I understand the situation. Bailing out relatives is something I’ve had experience with and I’ve become quite good at it. Besides, Nibbsie and I are old friends. That might help us.” 
 
    Gilbert, Simon and Lyn exchanged glances and nods. “We’re in,” said Simon. 
 
    “Me too,” said Ellie. “But just to be clear, you’re paying them for their time and you owe me at least two more bodies.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “RRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR,” echoed throughout the corridors that interconnected the Falcon’s living quarters with its control stations. It was not an unfamiliar sound and, as such, it drew Gilbert towards its source. Gilbert entered the galley just as Simon turned off the blender. Lyn added another glass to the pair on the table. 
 
    “I’m guessing our course is set and we’re underway?” asked Gilbert as he accepted a glass from Lyn. 
 
    “Yup,” Lyn replied. “Nothing to do now but wait until we approach the outer reaches of normal space.” 
 
    “And exactly how long will that take?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Three days, four hours,” said Lyn. “Not accounting for any unscheduled events.” 
 
    Gilbert sipped his margarita and asked, “Did you complete the Duty Officer’s schedule?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Lyn. “I’ve broken it down to four shifts with Ellie taking the first shift, then Jon, then me, then Simon and then Ellie again. Ellie doesn’t need much sleep so she can cover while we all get our final eight hours before the fun starts.  Then it’s all hands on deck for the final approach.” Traveling through normal space is typically a very routine and dull thing to do and Gilbert, like most captains, allows his crew some R&R during these periods while maintaining a shift watch. 
 
    Gilbert nodded to Lyn as Jon and Ellie entered the galley. Lyn poured a glass and handed it to Jon. 
 
    “Sorry, Ellie,” said Lyn. “None for you, you’re on duty.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” said Ellie. “I can wait until tomorrow.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you drank,” said Simon. “Or were able to get drunk.” 
 
    “Yeah,” nodded Ellie. “It kind of surprised me too. I asked Doctor Cho about it and it turns out that my brain goop continually receives a liquid from my bio-system to keep it refreshed and, if I over indulge, alcohol can contaminate that liquid and affect whatever it is that I got going on in here,” Ellie tapped against her skull, “that passes for neurotransmitters.” Ellie shrugged and continued, “I sampled the local beer when I was staying with Robin and his people and it was quite potent.” 
 
    “That must have been quite a sight,” said Jon. “Ellie’s first beer, I mean. Were there any survivors?” 
 
    “A surprisingly high number, actually,” said Ellie. “One night, after the men from the various villages gathered together and the battle planning was completed, the beer began flowing and things started getting rowdy, not that it bothered me, but then some of the guys started pawing at me. They calmed down quite a bit after I flung one of them ten feet into a tree.” 
 
    “I bet,” said Jon. “A large tree to the small of the back can have that effect on men.” 
 
    “It sure does,” agreed Ellie. “I wish I’d realized that sooner, I wouldn’t have had so many lonely nights.” 
 
    “Right,” said Lyn. “With guys, you can be fast, but not strong. That way you’ll get their respect without scaring them away.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” said Ellie as she thought it through. “Maybe something with a blade to show them that I mean business.” 
 
    “That’s good,” said Lyn, “but keep it away from the groin. It’s funny, but you put a knife to a guy’s throat and threaten to slice it open and they’ll just love you all the more, but point it towards their balls just once and you’ll never see them again.” 
 
    “Please,” said Simon, “no more girl talk.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Gilbert, “you’re taking all the mystery out of romance.” 
 
    So the blender ran a few more times as the gang continued to chit-chat about this and that. Gilbert excused himself due to the usual bodily functions and then returned to find Jon, Simon and Lyn gone and Ellie leaning up against the galley counter holding a knife. 
 
    “What are you going to do with that?” he asked. 
 
    “I thought I might test Lyn’s hypothesis,” said Ellie. “I’m just trying to decide between neck or testicles.” 
 
    “Neck, please,” said Gilbert. 
 
    Ellie smiled. “I’m sorry, Gilbert,” she said as she returned the knife to the drawer. “I’m just having some fun at your expense.” 
 
    “Glad I could be here for you.” Gilbert gave the blender a quick spin and refilled his glass. “Everyone else turn in?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Ellie. 
 
    “So it’s just you and me?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” said Ellie. “Is that a problem?” 
 
    “Not since you put the knife away,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “I hoped we could talk,” said Ellie. 
 
    “You can talk,” said Gilbert. “I can slur.” 
 
    “I know that you and Dina have broken up,” said Ellie. 
 
    “I’m not sure if this is the right time to talk about it,” said Gilbert. “I’ve been drinking, you know.” 
 
    “I know,” said Ellie. “I was here, remember?” 
 
    “I mean,” said Gilbert as he waved his arms about, “I’ve been drinking for the past month. I’ve missed you, Ellie.” 
 
    “And did you realize that before or after Dina dumped you?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “Yes,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “Don’t try to be cute with me,” said Ellie, crossing her arms. 
 
    “That’s kind of all I got,” countered Gilbert. 
 
    “I just want you to know that it’s not going to be that easy,” said Ellie. 
 
    “What isn’t?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Anything,” said Ellie. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lyn awoke early the following morning and left Simon sleeping in bed. After a quick check with the ship’s computer, she found Ellie alone in the galley and they were able to continue their girl talk. 
 
    “How did it go with Gilbert last night?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Okay,” said Ellie. “I mentioned his breakup with Dina. He seems to be avoiding me today so I must’ve touched a nerve.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” said Lyn. “Touch anything else?” 
 
    “Last night was strictly hands-off,” said Ellie. “I set the tone from the get go.” 
 
    “You didn’t put a knife against his stuff, did you?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Of course not,” said Ellie. 
 
    “That’s good,” said Lyn. “Because there’s no coming back from that.” 
 
    “He said I was trying to be manipulative,” said Ellie. “He also accused me of being fuzzy and wobbly.” 
 
    “He may have had a little too much to drink,” said Lyn. “It might not have been the smartest thing to confront him last night.” 
 
    “I wanted him to speak his mind,” said Ellie. “That way, if he said anything too stupid I could just blame it on the booze.” 
 
    “What about tonight?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Tonight I’m planning to have a drink or two myself,” said Ellie. “And then we’ll see exactly who’s being manipulative, fuzzy and wobbly.” 
 
    “I’ll hide the knives,” said Lyn. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “RRRRRRRRRRRRRR,” echoed throughout the corridors that interconnected the Falcon’s living quarters with its control stations, sounding like the mating call of some kind of amphibious, semi-metallic swamp creature. 
 
    The sound had the desired effect; desired, that is, by the blender and alcohol industries, both of which have long since learned that a quiet blender does not elicit the conditioned response that drives their respective businesses. 
 
    It was no surprise that Jon was controlling this Pavlovian experiment. It was evening on the second day of their trip and Jon was a somewhat lonely designated driver. Everyone else was somewhere else and it seemed that they had been intentionally keeping themselves that way all day. Not an easy thing to do in a ship the size of the Falcon. 
 
    The first to answer the blender’s siren’s song were Simon and Lyn. They had expected to see either Ellie or Gilbert at the helm and were surprised to see Jon pouring. 
 
    “No drinking and driving,” reminded Lyn. 
 
    “I’m not,” commented Jon. “These are for you.”  
 
    “You just assumed we’d show up?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Count the glasses,” said Jon. 
 
    “What are you up to?” asked Lyn as she spied the four glasses. 
 
    “Me?” asked an astounded Jon. “Nothing.” His grin, however, told a different story. 
 
    It took another blender call for Ellie to join and another still, as well as some music, before a suspicious and somewhat cranky looking Gilbert entered the galley.  
 
    “Oh, what’s the matter?” asked Lyn to Gilbert. “Did we wake you up?” 
 
    “No,” replied Gilbert. “I was reading a technical journal on teleportation.” 
 
    “Okay, Grandpa,” said Lyn. “We’ll turn the music down, you can return to your book.” 
 
    “Stay,” said Jon before Gilbert had the chance to say something to Lyn that he’d almost immediately regret. “Have a drink.” 
 
    Gilbert sighed. “Maybe just one.” 
 
    Ellie reached out and stopped Jon’s hand as he was passing a glass to Gilbert. “It’s going to take more than one to get him out of that mood. I say it’s three or none.” 
 
    “Are you trying to get me drunk?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Yes,” came the combined response from Simon, Lyn, Jon and Ellie. 
 
    Lyn smiled and said, “A drunk Gilbert is so much more fun than a grumpy Gilbert.” 
 
    “Is that so?” said Gilbert as he sipped his drink. 
 
    “We’ve been collecting data over the past month,” said Simon. “I can show you the charts.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word on it,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “So, Jon,” began Lyn in a blatant attempt to change the subject, “how well do you know little Nibbsie?” 
 
    “Fairly well,” responded Jon. 
 
    “Oh, no,” groaned Gilbert, Simon and Lyn. 
 
    “We met years ago when I was working for Nash,” continued Jon. “We were both quite young when we first met. We’re on very good terms, though I haven’t seen her in quite some time.” Jon held up his hands. “I know what you’re thinking, but I can assure you that you’ve got it wrong.” 
 
    “So you and Nibbs never went twenty toes?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” confirmed Jon. “We did that.” 
 
    “Then how do we have it wrong?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Nibbs was always very focused on her work,” said Jon, “and she could care less about my advances, but every so often she would make a social call. I mean, it would be months or years since she and I last spoke and then, out of the blue, she’d track me down and, well, demand some attention.” 
 
    “And I’m sure you didn’t argue,” said Lyn. 
 
    “It’s hard to say no to a naked woman,” replied Jon. 
 
    “That reminds me of a movie I just saw,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Maybe it’s a type of Pon Farr,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “Then her visits would have been very cyclic,” said Simon. “Always within the same period.” 
 
    This exchange provided Jon’s implant system the nanosecond necessary to access Earth’s pop culture file and supply the relevant information directly into his hippocampal neurons. He smiled and said, “I got the distinct impression that she was in-between projects and had time to indulge herself. There wasn’t any constant frequency between her visits.” 
 
    “So no blood fever?” asked Simon. 
 
    “I’d be lying if I said things didn’t get pretty hot,” said Jon. 
 
    “Nothing wrong with a girl knowing what she wants and taking care of business,” said Lyn. 
 
    “I’ll roger that,” said Jon. 
 
    “You’ll roger anything,” responded Lyn. 
 
    “Not true,” argued Jon. “Anyway, Nibbs would only stay for a day or two and then disappear again.” 
 
    “Lucky for you her visits always occurred when you were unattached,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Yes,” said Jon as Simon, Lyn and Gilbert all looked towards him and simultaneously raised one eyebrow. “Lucky.” 
 
    The night progressed in that manner and soon the small party moved from the galley into the ship’s lounge. The Falcon is considered to be a fairly small ship compared to other types of transport or cargo vessels. Outside of its engineering facilities, it only has about ten or so rooms and that’s dependent on whether or not you consider a small teleport chamber, medical station or the bridge a room. 
 
    The ship’s lounge contained a pair of sofas and a few coffee tables and it was here that the gang retired to and began watching a movie. And it was here where Gilbert awoke the next morning to find himself alone with Ellie who was curled up beside and somewhat on top of him. 
 
    Gilbert tried to remember exactly what went on last night. He glanced down and over towards Ellie and then around the room. From what he could see, there were half empty glasses scattered about indicating that the party hadn’t ended when the movie began. It took a second or so, but he began to remember just what went on when he and Ellie were alone. 
 
    “Figure it out yet?” Ellie asked as she began to sit up and stretch. 
 
    “I think so,” said Gilbert. “We just got cozy on the couch and fell asleep, right?” 
 
    “Right,” confirmed Ellie. 
 
    “Why?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “I’m a strict believer in doing things at the right time and place,” said Ellie, “which the middle of this crazy mission isn’t.” 
 
    “But we kissed a bit, right?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Yup,” said Ellie. 
 
    “And then you slapped me, right?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Yup,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Some might say you’re sending mixed signals,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “Others might say you’re lucky that Lyn hid the knives,” countered Ellie. 
 
    “I find this all very confusing,” said Gilbert, shaking his head. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” assured Ellie, “you’ll get used to me.”  
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    “Is Jon awake?” asked Gilbert. “He’ll want to see this.” Gilbert, along with Simon and Lyn, were in the Falcon’s bridge gazing at a panoramic view of creation being created. As scheduled, Jon had taken the second shift as dedicated driver, after which he went into computer-controlled hibernation for the remainder of the trip. 
 
    Being new to the larger universe, Gilbert, Simon, Lyn and Ellie all decided to remain in a normal wake/sleep routine. Gilbert, as usual, used almost every waking moment to understand the technological intricacies that keeps this amazing culture going while Simon and Lyn split their time between understanding the universe and understanding each other. Much to her surprise, Ellie spent a fair chunk of her time on philosophical introspection. 
 
    Try as they might, the group could not get Jon to join them. “Seen it, know it, been there,” was his response, “and I find it all very exhausting so I nap whenever I can. But do wake me when we reach oblivion.” 
 
    The remaining days of their trip to the outer reaches of the universe had passed without event and the Falcon began to approach the area where space-time is no longer the space-time of record. 
 
    Now there aren’t any boundary markers that indicate the exact location were reality actually begins to change. In fact, since the universe is constantly expanding, the area where space-time first begins to act out is constantly moving at the same rate. The only way that Gilbert was first able to detect any changes at all was due to the fact that Nash’s special equipment automatically turned on and the ship became encapsulated inside a normal, or what most people consider normal, space-time field. You might think that ships get caught up in this boundary area somewhat frequently, but in reality most captains are smart enough to make a course change once they no longer see the brightness of the universe out their front window and avoid disaster. 
 
    Now their itinerary wasn’t to travel beyond the outer edge of the universe. In fact, they were heading into what was generally considered to be more of a transition zone. You see, Nibbs wasn’t the first to study the edge of the universe. Scientific expeditions have been traveling as far out as normal space would allow them to go and then studying the universe’s boundary from a relatively safe distance for hundreds of years. The general consensus is that the edge of our universe has a thickness to it which, in turn, has an inside and outside diameter to it and they had just crossed the inside diameter mark. 
 
    Nibbs’ equipment, however, provided two major technological advances that allowed her to both travel into and survive in the space-time transition zone. There were, of course, limits as to just how far they could go before the equipment gave up trying to comprehend what passed for reality and shutdown with what could only be described as a computerized nervous breakdown, at which point the ship and all those inside would be completely annihilated - generally considered not a good thing. 
 
    Once inside the transition zone, and even though you’re inside a self-contained, normal space-time bubble of a force field, you still get to observe the edge as it exists in all its craziness, which is quite different than how it appears from the other side of the transition zone boundary. Looking out at the edge from normal space with all the stars in the universe far behind you, things are all black and uneventful. Once inside, it’s like you’re in a lava lamp that’s being held up against a lit pinwheel positioned between mirrors so, on top of the crazy light show, your mind gets to grapple with the visual infinity effect.  
 
    Now the underlining breakthrough that Nibbs accomplished was to understand how space-timed changed as they entered into the buffer zone and continuously make adjustments to the new field generators, engines and sensors so that they could maintain their atomic structure and make their way through the masses of, well, all the things that floated around them. Ships without Nibbs’ modifications tended to disintegrate immediately after leaving normal space. This also explains why teleportation doesn’t work out here as there just isn’t any external frame of reference for the teleportation systems to use. Both Nibbs and Gilbert’s ships’ navigation system are only able to find its way back and forth because they’re both traveling on a preset course determine by Nash’s team when the project first began. 
 
     “He’s awake,” said Simon, referring to Jon. “He had the computer set to wake him the second Nibbs’ equipment came on.” 
 
    Gilbert stared out the window as Simon attempted to make sense out of the information being displayed by the ship’s sensors. 
 
    “Any idea what that is?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “The stuff that dreams are made of,” replied Simon. “Also everything else.” 
 
    “Any luck finding Nibbs’ ship?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Yup,” said Lyn as she studied the navigational display. “It’s right where it’s supposed to be.” 
 
    “That’s great,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “And it’s orbiting what appears to be a miniature planetoid,” added Lyn. 
 
    “That’s not so great,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “Also impossible,” added Simon. 
 
    “Look at this,” said Lyn and a large three dimensional display appeared in the room, showing the ship and the planetoid. 
 
    “How can that be?” asked Gilbert. “Matter can’t form like that out here.” 
 
    “Got it,” said Lyn and the display changed a bit to show a transparent glow around the ship and the planetoid. “Her ship’s field generator is encompassing both the ship and the planetoid.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Gilbert, “the asteroid’s inside a bubble of normal space. That explains how it’s able to exist, but not how it got there.” 
 
    “There’s more data coming in,” said Lyn and the planetoid began to take on features. 
 
    “That’s not natural,” said Simon. “There’s an atmosphere, vegetation and lakes down there. Something that size shouldn’t have enough mass to hold all that together in normal space, let alone out here.” 
 
    “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “I think so,” nodded Simon. 
 
    “Star Trek 2, The Wrath of Kahn,” said Gilbert. “Nibbs must have a Genesis Device.” 
 
    “More like episode 17,” countered Simon, “and she’s The Squire of Gothos.” 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s Amok Time,” said Jon as he and Ellie entered the bridge. “Nibbs just called and told me that I couldn’t have picked a better time to arrive.” 
 
    “How did she know we’re here?” asked Lyn. “We’re running in full stealth mode.” 
 
    “And how was she able to contact you?” asked Simon. “Communication signals shouldn’t be able to travel through this type of space-time.” 
 
    “I’m guessing that those are a few of the advancements she’s made since she’s been out here,” said Jon. He did a double take as he noticed the planetoid and ship combination being displayed by the ship’s computer. “And I’m guessing those are a few others.” 
 
    “But how did she know you were here?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “She said she had a feeling I was on board,” said Jon. 
 
    “Don’t say it,” said Lyn, pointing towards Simon and Gilbert. 
 
    “I wasn’t going to say anything about The Force being disturbed,” said Simon. 
 
    “Me neither,” said Gilbert, putting his hands up. “Though it probably was.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” said Lyn. “There’s a lot more going on here than Nash told us about.” 
 
    “And that surprises you?” said Jon. 
 
    “No,” said Lyn, “but I thought it would be more cloak and dagger, not crazy spooky.” 
 
    “Well, don’t keep us in suspense,” said Gilbert to Jon. “What else did she have to say?” 
 
    “She invited us over for a visit,” said Jon. “She said we’d have a chance to catch-up over dinner.” 
 
    “All in favor of blasting a hole in her ship,” said Ellie, “and giving her an open teleport channel as her only way out say ‘aye.’ 
 
    “You know teleports don’t work out here,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “I’m willing to chance it,” said Ellie. 
 
    “It’s just her over there, all by herself,” said Jon. “We don’t have anything to be afraid of.” 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” said Simon. 
 
    “I think we should go over and hear what she has to say,” said Jon. 
 
    “Hang on a second,” said Simon. “What was she wearing when she called you?” 
 
    “I don’t see how that’s relative,” said Jon. 
 
    “Okay, folks,” said Gilbert. “Our mission is to bring Nibbs back so at some point we actually need to be physically near her. Let’s go eat dinner and see if we can figure out exactly what’s going on.” 
 
    As part of the flight plan for the trip, the Falcon was set to dock with Nibbs’ ship and making that possible was the ability of the Falcon’s modified field generators to merge with the field generator from Nibbs’ ship while remaining an autonomous entity. So as the Falcon neared her ship and the planetoid, it was encompassed by the extra-large space-time bubble being generated by Nibbs’ ship’s parabolic array antenna. 
 
    With the docking complete, Gilbert and crew disembarked from the Falcon and entered into what appeared to be a very typical spaceship corridor. Waiting in the corridor was a somewhat atypical person. 
 
    “Greetings,” said Nibbs as she smiled and spread open her arms in a welcoming gesture. 
 
    Now nothing against Nash, but Nash is a pretty average type of guy. Average height, average build, average looks and the picture Nash had provided them of Nibbs showed a fairly average girl. Standing in front of them was obviously the same person, but no longer average. 
 
    You may, at this point in the story, wonder about the general appearance of people in this futuristic culture. You may expect that medical science had progressed to a point where anyone could easily have supermodel looks if they wanted them and, in fact, you’d be correct. There was a point in time where having the perfect appearance was all the rage, but then everyone began looking almost identical and it wasn’t long before a more natural and original appearance was desired. Oh, sure, you’re always going to come across people that are unhappy with what they’ve got and they’ve decided to make a change for either bigger or smaller (though truth be told, it’s like ninety-ten bigger), but, for the most part, people tend to stick with what they were born with. And, yes, most people are still being made and born the same old way. 
 
    Now what everyone expected to see greeting them was a scientist that had been alone for the past few months and probably not at the top of her hygiene game. What they saw was an almost glowing vision of womanhood perfected. 
 
    “Hello, Nibbsie,” said Jon as he walked forward and gave her a hug. “It’s good to see you.” Now it was true that Jon was as surprised by Nibbs’ appearance as everyone else, but as a resident of a very surprising universe, he had long since gotten used to things not always being what you expect them to be. 
 
    “Hello, Jon,” replied Nibbs with a smile. “It’s nice to see you too.” 
 
    “Let me introduce everyone,” said Jon as he turned and pointed as he spoke. “This is our captain, Gilbert Wilson, First Officer Simon Jenson, our pilot, Lyn Smith, and Ellie.” 
 
    Nibbs nodded politely as Jon went through the introductions. 
 
    “Just Ellie, is it?” she asked. 
 
    “So far,” said Ellie. 
 
    Nibbs quickly stepped forward and took Ellie’s right hand in hers, “Very interesting,” she said as she looked into Ellie’s eyes. “Very interesting, indeed.” Nibbs turned and smiled, “I’m so glad you decided to accept my invitation. Please follow me, I have a room prepared for your visit.” 
 
     Jon walked ahead with Nibbs and Gilbert while Simon, Lyn and Ellie followed. Nibbs gave them a tour of the ship as they walked along. 
 
    “So I’m assuming Nash sent you out to check up on me,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “He did,” confirmed Gilbert. “He’s your brother and he’s worried about you.” 
 
    “I appreciate the sentiment,” said Nibbs. “But there’s no need to worry about me.” 
 
    “You stopped communicating with him,” said Gilbert. “That made him worry.” 
 
    “And based on your ability to communicate with us while we were traveling through this side of the edge,” said Jon, “I’m assuming you could have contacted him anytime you liked.” 
 
    “You’ve got me there,” laughed Nibbs. 
 
    “So why haven’t you contacted him?” asked Gilbert. “What are you hiding?” 
 
    “I’m not hiding anything,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “Really?” said Gilbert. “We couldn’t help noticing your little planetoid outside as we docked.” 
 
    “See,” said Nibbs, “it’s right out in the open. I’m not trying to hide it.” Nibbs stopped as a door opened and directed them into what can only be described as a fairly elegant dining room. 
 
    “Well, it seems a bit out of place out here,” continued Gilbert. “Is it real?” 
 
    “It’s as real as you and I,” said Nibbs. “Or at least as real as me.” 
 
    “Are you saying that one of us is less real than the other?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “I’m thinking more,” countered Nibbs. 
 
    “More what?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “More real,” said Nibbs as she stared at Gilbert. Nibbs turned and motioned to the table. “Please, let’s sit and talk while we eat.” Nibbs moved to the table and uncovered a variety of hot dishes. Uncorked bottles of wine were also on the table. “It’s been some time since I’ve had company while I eat.” 
 
    “This is quite a culinary display,” said Lyn. “I wouldn’t have thought you’d have enough time to put something like this together.” 
 
    “Things work a bit differently here,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “So I’m beginning to understand,” said Lyn. 
 
    “Since you bring it up,” said Jon as he poured the wine. “It’s clear that you’ve made some tremendous breakthroughs out here. Care to enlighten us?” 
 
    “First a toast,” said Nibbs as she raised her glass. “To old friends,” she said looking at Jon, “and new friends,” she said turning to Gilbert. 
 
    “I’m enlightened,” said Simon. 
 
    “Tell me, Gilbert,” said Nibbs. “Are you attached?” 
 
    “Attached to what?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Attached to anything,” clarified Nibbs. 
 
    “Yeah, Gilbert,” said Ellie. “Are you attached to anything?” 
 
    “It just so happens that I’m not,” said Gilbert. “It seems the right time or place didn’t present itself.” 
 
    “Lucky for me,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “Not from where I’m sitting,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Well, let’s take care of that right now,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “Okay,” said Ellie, but before she could stand up from her chair, straps formed in the space around her body, wrapping themselves around her abdomen and arms, as well as her legs, binding her securely to her seat. 
 
    Lyn was the first to clearly understand that something was terribly wrong and moved to grab her steak knife as a weapon, but before she could get it in her grasp, all the utensils moved across the table as if being drawn by a magnet. Though no physical contact was initiated, Lyn, Simon and Jon fell backwards into their seats. At the same time, Nibbs reached out and clasped Gilbert’s hand. An expression of extreme serenity came upon his face as he allowed Nibbs to lead him towards the door. 
 
    “How are you doing this?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Quite capably, don’t you think?” was Nibbs’ response.  
 
    “What do you want with Gilbert,” asked Lyn. 
 
    “I’m not exactly sure,” said Nibbs. “But I’m confident something will come to mind.” 
 
    “I thought it was me that you wanted,” said Jon. 
 
    “So did I,” said Nibbs. “Funny how things work out, isn’t it?”  
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    “Anyone want to tell me what just happened?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “She stole Gil,” said Simon, somewhat bemused. 
 
    “But why didn’t we try to stop her?” asked Lyn. “I mean, it seems like we should’ve at least tried.” 
 
    “I couldn’t get out of my seat,” said Jon. 
 
    “Me either,” said Simon. 
 
    “What happened?” asked Ellie. ”Did you all go soft on me?” 
 
    “It was something different,” said Lyn. “I wanted to move, but couldn’t.” 
 
    “Not me,” said Ellie. “If I wasn’t tied down, I would’ve kicked her pretty little head in.” 
 
    “That’s probably why she strapped you down,” said Lyn. “Any idea how she did that?” 
 
    “Magic,” said Jon. “Or maybe what passes for science out here. I’m not sure.” 
 
    Lyn walked over to the wall and tried to open the door. Since most doors open and close themselves as people approach, the most she could do was walk up to it and wave her arms. She did push on it, just to see if anything would happen, but nothing did so she walked back to the table and sat down. 
 
    “We’re locked in,” she said. 
 
    Jon sniffed the air and began looking to his left and then to his right. The others watched him expectantly in anticipation of his next move. In an extremely anticlimactic movement, Jon began putting food on the plate in front of him. 
 
    “How can you eat now?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “If I wait, the food will get cold,” said Jon. 
 
    “It could be poisonous,” said Simon. 
 
    Jon took out his device, “You would have told me if it was poisonous, right?” 
 
    “Right,” said his device. 
 
    “We should all eat now,” said Jon. “No telling when our next meal will be.” 
 
    “Could someone please try to get me free?” said Ellie. 
 
    “What do you think she’s doing to Gilbert?” asked Simon as he walked over to Ellie’s chair. 
 
    “Light conversation followed by heavy petting,” said Jon. “And then she tends to make up for lost time in quantity versus quality.” 
 
    “Quantity?” inquired Lyn. 
 
    “Yes,” confirmed Jon. “It’s best to keep your arms and legs inside the ride at all times or you may sustain an injury.” 
 
    “Hey, guys,” said Simon as he inspected Ellie’s constraints. “This is really wild. Each of these straps is one complete piece. There’s no clasp, tie or buckle. No starting point, no end point.” 
 
    “Jon,” said Ellie, “see if your device can cut through these things.” 
 
    Jon walked over to Ellie’s chair and held out his device. “Can you cut through them without harming Ellie?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” said the device, “they seem to be made out of a basic polymer compound. It shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Jon and he held the device to the bottom strap that was holding Ellie’s feet in place. The device emitted a very thin, very focused energy beam that ran along the width of the strap, neatly cutting it in two. Jon repositioned his device and the straps that went around Ellie’s midsection and arms were cut away as well. 
 
    Jon then walked over to the door. “Can you open the door?” he asked his device. 
 
    “Not immediately,” came the response. “It’s controlled by the station’s security system, which is surprisingly sophisticated. I could blow a hole through it without damaging the ships infrastructure, if you’d like.” Jon turned to Simon and Lyn. 
 
    “I’m not sure if we should get confrontational,” said Lyn. 
 
    “She started it,” said Ellie, joining Simon and Lyn at the table. 
 
    “Maybe after a quick bite,” said Lyn. “We should give her some time to settle down.” 
 
    “Fine,” said Ellie, helping herself to some food. 
 
    “Fine?” asked Lyn, raising an eyebrow as she had expected an argument. “You’re fine with her being alone with Gil?” 
 
    “Sure,” said Ellie. “I didn’t want to be the rebound girl and I have no problem letting this nut job have the honor.” 
 
    “Alright,” said Simon in-between bites, “we wait, but for how long?” 
 
    “My guess is that we won’t have long to wait,” said Jon. “Her security system will inform her that we used a weapon to free Ellie and she’ll be along to talk things through.” 
 
    “At least the food’s good,” said Simon. 
 
    “And the wine is magnificent,” said Jon. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Ellie somewhat sourly, “Gilbert’s really missing out.” 
 
    As usual, Jon was correct and it wasn’t that much later when the door opened and Nibbs entered. 
 
    “I’m so glad you decided to accept my hospitality,” said Nibbs as she surveyed the dinner table and its empty containers of both food and drink. 
 
    “You didn’t give us much choice,” said Jon. 
 
    “Let me apologize now for my recent indiscretion,” said Nibbs. “My only excuse is that, well, I haven’t seen another person in quite some time and it seems that I needed human interaction more than I realized.” 
 
    “Where’s Gil?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Recuperating,” said Nibbs with a smile and a shrug. “I know I acted without thinking and I am grateful that you showed restraint and didn’t try blasting your way out.” 
 
    “Would it have worked?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “You would have gotten out of this room,” said Nibbs, “but not much farther.” 
 
    “Will you please tell us what’s going on here?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Certainly,” said Nibbs, causing Simon and Lyn to exchange glances as they both knew that it’s never a good sign when an adversary voluntarily explains the situation. “As you’ve probably already surmised, I’ve made a few discoveries while I’ve been out here.” 
 
    “You’ve learned how to manipulate this space-time,” said Jon. “You’ve learned how to manifest and form matter inside this space-time bubble, probably by tapping into the raw pre-cosmic stuff that’s outside.” 
 
    “You always were a quick study,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “That’s impossible,” said Simon. “You can’t form matter out of thin air.” Though the minute Simon said this his thoughts went back to the straps appearing around Ellie’s body. 
 
    “It’s impossible in regular space,” agreed Nibbs. “Quite possible here.” 
 
    “Would you care to explain how,” asked Simon. 
 
    “Quantum Entanglement,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “That’s spooky shit,” said Simon. 
 
    “Really?” said Lyn, raising an eyebrow. “It’s spooky?” 
 
    “Don’t blame me,” said Simon. “That’s what Einstein called it.” 
 
    “I doubt Einstein used the word ‘shit,’ said Lyn. 
 
    “Actually,” said Simon, “he said it was ‘spooky at a distance.’ 
 
    “Damn,” said Lyn. “Einstein was scared of it from a distance and we’re up close and personal with it. That can’t be good.” 
 
    “Quantum entanglement,” continued Simon, “is a theory that’s says that somehow, one object that is separated by a vast distance and with no perceivable connection to a second object, can influence the second object’s actions.” 
 
    “That is spooky,” said Lyn. 
 
    “But,” began Simon, “it’s only supposed to affect subatomic particles. That’s why they put the word ‘quantum’ in there.” 
 
    “Well, it seems to be the bread and butter of space-time out here,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “But we’re in a normal space-time bubble,” said Jon. “How are you able to do whatever it is you’re doing?” 
 
    “Detecting the phenomenon was the first step,” said Nibbs. “And understanding the mechanics of its underlining principles was a huge challenge. Quantifying it and mapping its relationships throughout space-time was mind-boggling. In comparison, building a quantum entanglement field amplifier that operates in what we consider normal space-time was almost simplistic.” 
 
    “And the planetoid?” said Jon. 
 
     “Matter forms easily once you understand what holds it together,” shrugged Nibbs. “All you need to know is the atomic structure of what you want to generate. See all that stuff out there?” Nibbs waved towards a window and the cosmic light show of space-time on the edge. “It’s matter-energy in its rawest form. There’s no duality of particle and wave, there’s just a single, multi-dimensional confused state, most of which I’m still unable to perceive, but I can mold it into almost anything I want.” Nibbs held up her hand as she saw Simon’s mouth start to form words, “And it would take me close to a day to explain just that part. I’ve got a machine that sucks that stuff in from out there and turns it into whatever I want in here while another machine creates and maintains a normal space-time environment big enough for almost anything to live in.” 
 
    “Live?” said Ellie. “What’s living down there?” 
 
    “All kinds of things,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “Things that have you so scared that you have to hide up here?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “I’m not scared,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “No?” countered Lyn. “Then why aren’t you down there? I couldn’t help but notice that your living quarters and the galley were, um, very lived in.” 
 
    “I know,” sighed Nibbs. “You’d think that since I have the power to manipulate space and matter the place would be a bit neater. Well, you’re right on both counts; I’ve been living up here and I’m a slob.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with the environment on the planetoid?” asked Jon. “Near as we could tell from the ship, it looked like it could sustain human life.” 
 
    “It can,” replied Nibbs. 
 
    “Problems with microbes?” asked Simon. “Is there something infectious down there?” 
 
    “No,” said Nibbs as she walked to the window and gazed into space. 
 
    “What did you do?” asked Ellie. “Create some type of monster that’s running around loose down there?” 
 
    “Sort of,” sighed Nibbs. 
 
    “Some type of creature that you lost control of?” added Simon. 
 
    “Kind of,” shrugged Nibbs. 
 
    “So it’s a man,” said Lyn, not asking a question, but stating a fact. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “You created a man?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Of course not,” said Nibbs. “I brought one with me.” 
 
    “But Nash said you were alone out here,” said Simon. 
 
    “I don’t tell my brother everything,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “So who’s the guy?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “He was a colleague of mine when I was working at Fobos,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “Fobos?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “It’s the research company that initially funded my work,” explained Nibbs. “They hired me to see if I could develop some type of matter reconstruction technology.” 
 
    Let’s take a second here and talk a bit about matter reconstruction and teleportation technology. Now you might think that teleportation breaks down an object’s structure, transports it over some distance and then reconstructs it back to its original form and, based on this, that the technology already exists to restructure matter into whatever form anybody may desire. Fortunately for everyone involved, that’s not how teleportation works at all since breaking down a person’s structure tends to kill them and, no matter how precisely or quickly you put them back together, you never end up with a working model at the other end. 
 
    The best way to explain how teleportation works is to think of a single strand of an elastic fiber with one end at point A and the other end gets stretched until it arrives at point B. Once that happens, the end at point A is released and it gets pulled to point B. Of course there’s a simultaneous bit of multi-dimensional technology that aligns points A and B through a hypersurface of constant time as the elastic snaps and the whole thing does give anyone at either point the impression that one has been ‘zapped,’ so to speak, at one location and then magically appearing at the other. 
 
    “So you brought some random guy along with you?” said Lyn. 
 
    “Jac,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “Jac?” questioned Lyn. 
 
    “His name is Jac,” answered Nibbs, “and he wasn’t some random guy.” 
 
    “So you’ve known him for some time?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “Yes,” said Nibbs as she continued to stare out the window. 
 
    “And he was helping you with your work?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Yes,” answered Nibbs. 
 
    “And you both lived here together?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Yes,” repeated Nibbs. 
 
    “So he was your…?” said Lyn. 
 
    “Yes!” said Nibbs as she turned towards the table. “He was my boyfriend!” 
 
    “Well,” said Lyn, “that explains the separation.” 
 
    “And the revenge sex with Gil,” said Jon. 
 
    “Speaking of Gil,” said Lyn. “What exactly have you done with him?” 
 
    “He’s safe,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “That’s good,” said Ellie. “For you.” 
 
    “We want him back,” said Lyn. 
 
    “Of course,” said Nibbs. “But first I need you to do a small favor for me.” 
 
    “Isn’t this where we came in?” said Simon. 
 
    “I need you to go down to the planetoid and talk with Jac,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “Why can’t you talk with him?” asked Simon and then, after the looks from Nibbs, Lyn, Ellie and Jon registered, he added. “Right, right, right, relationship stuff. I’ll be quiet now.” 
 
    What’s the real issue here?” asked Lyn. “What happened between you and Jac? Does he have all the same abilities as you?” 
 
    Nibbs sighed and sat down. “He does. We built the planetoid together and we went down there to live. We sculpted the landscape together and created basic plant life. I was like a goddess down there.” 
 
    “I can so relate,” said Ellie. 
 
    “But then things got complicated and I came up here to live.” 
 
    “And now you realize you were wrong and want him back,” said Simon and again his friends turned and stared at him. 
 
    “Of course not,” said Nibbs. “Jac has locked me out of the ship’s control system and he won’t let me leave.” 
 
    “You could leave with us,” said Lyn. 
 
    “I’m sure your ship is as marooned here as mine,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “That’s impossible,” said Simon as he turned towards Jon. “Isn’t it?” 
 
    “Bad news, folks,” said Jon as he used his device to pull-up a display screen from the Falcon’s command systems and examined their status. 
 
    “There’s no way he could’ve got into our systems,” said Simon as he positioned himself for a clear view of the display Jon was looking at. 
 
     “When we docked,” explained Jon, “our space-time generator merged with Nibbs’ and fell under its control.” 
 
    “That wasn’t supposed to happen,” said Simon. “We had the correct access codes to merge but stay autonomous. 
 
    “Never the less,” said Jon, “it did. We still have full control of the Falcon, but we need Nibbs’ ship to work in concert with ours to allow a smooth field separation when we leave this bubble of artificial space-time or we run the risk of exposing ourselves to the ravages of whatever that stuff is out there and if we’re exposed to it for even a picosecond, our atoms will be torn apart.” 
 
    “But I’ve just gotten used to my atoms,” said Ellie. “I like them where they are.” 
 
    “Then I’m afraid you’ll just have to work with me to keep them in place,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “And you actually think we could talk Jac into letting us all go?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Yes,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “And you’re going to hold Gilbert here?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Yes,” replied Nibbs. 
 
    “That’s not being very nice,” said Ellie. 
 
    “I know,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “And all the stuff you’re not telling us?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll be able to figure it all out as you go,” said Nibbs. 
 
    Lyn looked towards Jon, Simon and Ellie. They nodded in agreement. 
 
    “How do we get to the surface?” Lyn asked. 
 
    “You’ll have to take your ship down,” said Nibbs. “But once you’ve landed, you can establish a teleport link back to the station. Teleportation works fine inside this bubble of space-time.” 
 
    “We’re not going anywhere without talking to Gilbert first,” said Simon. 
 
    “I’m afraid you don’t have any choice,” said Nibbs. 
 
    Simon opened his mouth to argue the point, but quickly closed it. He looked towards Lyn and Jon instead, who were, in a like manner looking back and forth at him. The reason for all the looking about was due to the fact that they found themselves no longer in a very nice dining room talking with Nibbs, but instead on the bridge of the Falcon. 
 
    “What just happened?” asked Simon. 
 
    “How did we get here?” said Lyn. 
 
    “She can do a lot more than just form matter,” said Jon. 
 
    “If you untie me,” said Ellie from a chair in the corner, “I’ll tell you all about it.” 
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    “This place actually looks pretty nice,” said Simon as he surveyed his surroundings. As promised, Ellie explained what had transpired prior to them regaining consciousness on the Falcon. Ellie described how Nibbs was able to place them in an unconscious, but functional state, similar to when she appropriated Gilbert, while again strapping Ellie to a chair. She then moved them all onto the Falcon. Nibbs had provided them landing coordinates for the planetoid and, after a brief discussion, they felt it best in this phase of their relationship to do as she asked. 
 
    They disembarked from the Falcon onto a meadow-like area and discovered a path leading through a grassy countryside with rolling hills that led into a wooded area. 
 
    “I suppose we should follow the path,” said Simon. 
 
    “I’m sure that was Nibbs’ intention for sending us to this exact location,” said Jon as they began walking along the path. “It’s quite amazing that she created all this.” 
 
    “What do you think about her friend Jac?” said Lyn. “Do you really think he has the same abilities as Nibbs?” 
 
    “I’m sure he does,” said Jon. “Remember, according to Nibbs, he’s partly responsible for creating all this and he’s been separated from Nibbs for quite some time. There’s no telling what he could have created down here on his own.” 
 
    “Do you think there could be any wild animals living in that forest?” asked Ellie as she looked off into the distance. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Jon as he turned his head and took a closer look at Ellie. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I just don’t want to run into any lions and tigers or bears,” said Ellie in a shaky voice. 
 
    “Oh my,” said Lyn. “Have you been watching old movies too?” 
 
    “A few,” confirmed Ellie. 
 
    “Well, don’t worry,” said Lyn, “We can stun anything that charges us,”  
 
    “But just to be on the safe side,” said Simon, “keep your eyes open for flying monkeys.” 
 
    They continued to talk as they followed the path into the wooded area and to satisfy a whim everyone shared, they briefly linked arms and sang a verse or two while skipping along. And true to the movie, a more somber mood fell over them as they entered the forest. 
 
    “It’s hard to believe it’s only a few months old,” commented Jon as he examined the foliage. 
 
    Lyn reached out and touched a tree. “It would take a tree thirty years to grow this big,” she said as she looked up at its branches. “And where’s the light coming from? There’s no sun in the sky.” 
 
    “That’s the really neat part,” said Simon. “I did a quick analysis of this place before we left the ship to meet Nibbs. The upper atmosphere contains a fluorescent gas that’s being energized at a single point, don’t ask me how, and that’s illuminating two-thirds of the surface area. The planetoid’s rotation is set so that there’s a 24 hour day.” 
 
    “And the gravity?” asked Jon.”This thing is way too small to be creating its own gravity.” 
 
    “That has to be an output of the space-time generator Nibbs said she had,” said Simon. 
 
    “Actually,” said a voice from behind them, “it would have been too much of a strain on the system to maintain such a large gravity field so we packed the core with just enough super-dense matter to create a natural gravity well.” 
 
    “Hello,” said Jon as he turned around and spotted a man leaning against the backside of a tree. “You must be Jac.” 
 
    “Well, if I must, then I must,” said the man, smiling and walking towards them. 
 
    “Please understand,” said Lyn, “It’s not that we don’t enjoy the witty banter, it’s just been a long day. Could we get some straight answers?” 
 
    “I’ll try my best,” said Jac. 
 
    “Are you Jac?” Lyn asked. 
 
    “Sort of,” said Jac. 
 
    “Do you have any magical powers?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “Kind of,” said Jac. 
 
    “Are you going to make us do things against our will?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Of course not,” said Jac. 
 
    “Let’s back up a minute,” said Jon. “What do you mean by ‘sort of Jac?’ 
 
    “I’m not the same person that came out here a few months ago. This place changes people.” Jac frowned as he spoke. “It changed me and it will change you. Now, if you don’t mind my asking, who are you?” 
 
    Jon provided the introductions and limited their reason for being there as an investigative team sent out from LS7 in response to the lack of scheduled communication. 
 
    “Could you please explain exactly how this place changes a person?” asked Simon. 
 
    “What did Nibbs tell you?” asked Jac. 
 
    “Hang on a second,” said Lyn, stopping Simon before he could begin speaking. She then turned towards Jac and said, “I think it would be best if you went first.” 
 
    “Fine,” said Jac. “I just didn’t want to bore you with things you already knew.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Lyn. “I’ll let you know when we’re bored.” 
 
    “And just to give you a point of reference,” said Simon, “I’d put it about five years out.” 
 
    “Alright,” said Jac, “since you want the long version I’ll start at the beginning. About 13.4 billion years ago, the universe came into existence…” 
 
    “That might be going back a bit too far,” said Simon. 
 
    “I bring it up only to mention the leading edge of the event.” Jac tilted his head upwards and reached out with his arms as he continued speaking, “The universe exploded into existence, spewing out a spherical shock wave of matter and space-time in every direction. That’s where we are now, awash in the foam in what’s left of that primal wave, and as far as anyone knows, we’re the first to be here.” 
 
    “Lucky us,” said Lyn. 
 
    “Lucky indeed,” nodded Jac, “as it gives us a vantage point of what’s on the other side,” 
 
    “What’s there?” asked Jon and Simon, almost in unison. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Jac. “But that’s what I came out here to discover. That’s what I thought we both came out here to discover. I soon learned that Nibbs was more interested in this leading edge phenomenon than what lies beyond.” 
 
    “Why is that?” asked Simon. 
 
    “This area of space,” began Jac, “is a constantly expanding transformation zone, turning whatever is on the other side into what we consider normal space and matter. It is an area of creation, an area of vast power. Nibbs has learned how to harness that power.” 
 
    “What about you?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Well, that brings us right back to the ‘sort of Jac’ part,” said Jac. “You know, I haven’t gone to the bathroom in weeks.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s a fiber issue,” said Simon. 
 
    “Look around,” said Lyn. “There’s nothing to eat but fiber.” 
 
    “It’s not a dietary issue,” said Jac 
 
    “Whatever the problem is,” said Lyn, “I’m sure we have something in the ship that will get you going.” Lyn surveyed the area. “Not that you’d want to go here. I’m sure you’d prefer modern facilities. You can use the ship’s restroom.” 
 
    “You’re missing the point,” said Jac. “Though you should avoid the area behind the big oak. The point is, I haven’t had the urge to go for weeks.” 
 
    “Number 1 or number 2?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Neither,” said Jac. “I don’t really eat much or bathe either, but I’m healthy, fit, clean and well groomed.” 
 
    “Well,” said Ellie, “don’t you just have it all together.” 
 
    “So you’ve modified your body,” said Jon, ignoring Ellie’s comment. 
 
    “Nope,” said Jac, but then he thought for a moment and added, “At least not consciously.” 
 
    “And Nibbs?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Very consciously,” confirmed Jac. 
 
    “If she’s so powerful, said Lyn, “why is she hiding from you in the space station?”  
 
    “She’s not hiding from me,” said Jac. “She’s still up there working on whatever it is she came out here to do.” 
 
    “Then why the separation?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “As I said,” began Jac, “I wanted to look beyond the edge, study it. Nibbs had other plans. She built all types of equipment that manipulated the fabric of this space-time and soon began transforming herself. I wanted to see how far this area went on for and discover what lies beyond. Nibbs finally agreed to move on, but instead of the two of us continuing our journey of discovery together, I woke up here alone.” 
 
    “How were you able to disable her ship?” asked Simon. Lyn, Jon and Jac turned towards him with a perplexed expression. “Oh,” he said, “so she lied about that part.” 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” said Jac. “She’s up there all alone, cooking something up and we’re trapped down here.” 
 
    “She’s not alone,” said Ellie. “She’s got Gil.” 
 
    “Who’s Gil?” asked Jac. 
 
    “Our friend,” said Lyn. “She kept him and sent us here.” 
 
    “Well isn’t that just great,” said Jac. “I’m down here, telling myself that sooner or later she’ll miss me and she goes and grabs another guy.” 
 
    “I know exactly how you feel,” said Jon. 
 
     “So we’re all stuck here?” said Simon. 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” said Jac. 
 
    “And there’s no way to stop ourselves from changing into something else?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” said Jac. 
 
    “Maybe you guys are screwed, but I should be okay,” said Ellie. “I’m immune, remember?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Jac. 
 
    “I’m not exactly human, either,” said Ellie. “Nibbs couldn’t move me around like a remote-controlled toy when we were on the station so I’m guessing I’m immune to the affects this place has on people as well.” 
 
    “What are you?” asked Jac as he put his hands on Ellie’s shoulders and looked into her eyes. He slid his hands slowly down her arms until he held her hands in his. “Some type of android construct with human consciousness.” 
 
    “I prefer the term ‘Love Machine,’ said Ellie. 
 
    “Well, prepare for an upgrade,” said Jac. 
 
    “Not again,” whined Ellie. “That’ll be the third time this year and we’re not even six months in.” 
 
    “Nibbs can’t control you now because she’s only familiar with the human brain,” explained Jac. “Give her some time and she could learn to control you.” 
 
    “Pass,” said Ellie. “I’ve got enough controlling friends.” 
 
    “Hey,” exclaimed Simon and Lyn. “We’re not controlling,” continued Lyn, “we’re meddlesome.” 
 
    “The point is,” said Jac, “that whatever it is you’ve got going on inside your head, it’s close enough to human to become entangled in the energy field being generated by this region of space-time. You’re not immune.” 
 
    “And exactly how do you know that?” asked Jon. 
 
    “I can sense it,” said Jac. 
 
    Simon glanced towards Lyn to see if she was in the mood to trade a few catch-phrases, but it was clear by her look that she wasn’t having any.  
 
    “Damn,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Shit,” said Lyn.  
 
    “Cool,” said Simon. 
 
    “How long were you here before you began noticing changes?” asked Jon. 
 
    “A week,” shrugged Jac. 
 
    “So that gives us maybe five days before we begin to change,” said Jon. “What do you think would happen if you returned to normal space?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Jac, 
 
    “And Nibbs?” asked Jon. 
 
    “I know for a fact,” said Jac, “that up until the time we split, every change she’s made was designed to function in normal space. She’s very focused on backwards compatibility.” 
 
    “That’s the cornerstone of good engineering,” said Simon. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re impressed,” said Lyn. 
 
    “Actually, I’m more worried than impressed,” said Simon. “I think she came out here with a very detailed plan and the only part of it that she can’t control is us. We’re the independent variables in her equation so she’s isolating us away from her control system. She had definite plans for Jac, but gave up on them when they didn’t work out. She thought briefly about substituting in Jon, but probably decided that he wouldn’t work out either.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why,” said Jon. “I’m very user friendly.” 
 
    “Well, for whatever reason,” continued Simon, “she felt her best shot was with Gil, so she grabbed him.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand why she couldn’t use Jac or Jon,” said Lyn. “Couldn’t she just make them do whatever she wanted them to do?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” said Jac. “Nibbs can’t influence your thoughts or make you consciously do things.” Jac held up his hand. “She can control your body, but the biofeedback overloads your brain and you lose consciousness. Unfortunately, after that she can make your body do whatever she wants it to, but she can’t extrude knowledge from your mind. It’s an entirely separate thing from mind control.” 
 
    “Poor Gil,” said Simon. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Jac. “He won’t remember a thing.” 
 
    “That’s what I mean,” said Simon. 
 
    “So she can’t control your mind,” said Lyn, ignoring Simon. 
 
    “Correct,” said Jac. “There’s no such thing as mind control.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Lyn, “and what happened a couple of months ago was just a dream.” 
 
    “Pardon me?” said Jac. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” said Jon. “And I’m sure we’ll have time to tell it later on. Right now, I’d like to stay focused on our current predicament.” 
 
    “Well,” said Jac, “there’s not much more to tell. I’ve been stranded down here for weeks now without any contact from Nibbs.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Lyn, “Let’s just say, for the sake of argument, that we believe your story…” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Jac. 
 
    “Which we really don’t,” added Simon. 
 
    “Our next move should be to contact Nibbs and get her to tell us what she has planned,” said Lyn. 
 
    “She won’t answer your call,” said Jac. 
 
    “Oh, I think she will,” said Lyn. “We’ve complicated her equation and can’t be completely ignored.” 
 
    “Plus,” added Ellie, “she seems like the type that likes to gloat.” 
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    Gilbert opened his eyes and looked around. He was very surprised to find himself in what appeared to be a somewhat futuristic type of hot tub. He was equally surprised to see a naked Nibbs sitting across from him. Based on these first two revelations, he was not surprised at all to discover that he was naked as well. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked. 
 
    Nibbs opened her eyes and said, “I needed to unwind and I needed you to help.” 
 
    “Why don’t I remember anything?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Unwinding me is a complicated process,” said Nibbs, “and I thought it would be easier if I did the driving. After all, I know the route.” 
 
    “Need I remind you that I’m the captain of an intergalactic spaceship?” said Gilbert. “I know a little something about navigation and I enjoy driving as well.” 
 
    “Don’t get all pouty on me,” said Nibbs. “I just didn’t want to get into an argument, you know how men are about asking for directions.” Now Nibbs wasn’t being stereotypical here, in her universe, cognitive neuroscience had mapped the neural circuitry in the male brain behind this phenomenon and developed a pill to counter it, which no man has ever taken, continually citing the fact that they know exactly where they are. This caused women to develop the cognitive behavior of quietly turning on the GPS and pointing it in the man’s direction. 
 
    “Well, it just doesn’t seem fair,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “We can watch it on video, if you like,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “Or we could do it again later on,” suggested Gilbert. 
 
    “Sorry,” said Nibbs, “but I’m like a sexual camel and I just drank my fill. I won’t be thirsty again for a while.” 
 
    “But I’m already starting to feel parched,” explained Gilbert. 
 
    “That’s why I made the recording,” replied Nibbs. “You’re a big boy, you can go get a drink all by yourself in your room.” 
 
    As Gilbert struggled to form a plausible argument, a task whose difficulty was compounded by the distraction of Nibbs getting out of the water and toweling off, the ship’s computer began speaking. 
 
    ”There’s an in-coming message from the Falcon,” it said. 
 
    “Your friends must have found Jac,” said Nibbs. Gilbert watched in amazement as clothing seemed to appear out of thin air and wrap itself around Nibbs. “Put it through,” she said. 
 
    The empty space in front of Nibbs shimmered for a second before taking on the familiar appearance of the Falcon’s galley. Gilbert saw Lyn, Simon and Jon sitting around the galley table as well as a fourth person standing behind them. 
 
    Nibbs smiled and said, “Hello, Jac.” 
 
    “Hello, Nibbs,” said Jac. 
 
    “You look well,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “You look relaxed,” said Jac as his eyes focused on Gilbert.  
 
    “I don’t want to argue,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “Then you shouldn’t have accepted my call,” said Jac. 
 
    “I’m more than happy to end this transmission,” said Nibbs. “Is that what you want?” 
 
    ”You can do whatever you like,” said Jac. “You always have.” 
 
    ”Hang on a second,” interrupted Lyn, as she stood up. “Can you two put the bickering aside for a bit? There’s more than just the two of you involved here now and we want to know what you have planned.” 
 
    “That’s easy,” said Nibbs. “I’m going to leave and you’re going to stay.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” asked Jon. 
 
    “I’m going back to the known universe, back to normal space,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “When are you leaving?” asked Jon. 
 
    “In a few days,” said Nibbs. “I have a few more things I have to do here and then I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    “And why do we have to stay here?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “I plan on visiting Nash and a few other people,” explained Nibbs. “You wouldn’t want to spoil my surprise, would you?” 
 
    ”Of course not,” said Simon. “Surprises are fun. I remember my birthday party last year. People were hiding behind furniture and everyone yelled ‘surprise!’ when I came in to the room. It was a lot of fun.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s the kind of surprise Nibbs has in mind,” said Jon. 
 
    “Oh,” said Simon, “then it will probably be more like my 16th birthday party. 
 
    “I have a feeling,” said Jon, “that everyone but Nibbs will be surprised and no one will be happy.” 
 
    “Yup,” confirmed Simon, “16 all over again.” 
 
    “We can’t stay here without this place changing us,” said Lyn. “You do realize that, don’t you?” 
 
    “That’s one of the things I’m working on,” said Nibbs, “and, don’t worry, I plan on completing it before I go. You’ll be immune from the effect this region of space has on people soon enough.” 
 
    “That might not be soon enough,” said Simon. 
 
    ”What about Jac?” asked Lyn. “He’s already affected.” 
 
    “That’s unfortunate,” said Nibbs. ”At some point, you’ll be able to return home, though Jac may have to stay. But that shouldn’t bother him, he wanted to continue exploring. His condition won’t hinder that.” 
 
    “You knew that I wanted to eventually return and share my findings,” said Jac. “It wasn’t my plan to stay here forever.” 
 
    “You knew the risk when you agreed to join me,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “That’s not quite true,” said Jac. “Based on environmental factors and the experimental equipment we were using, I felt there was a fifty-fifty chance of getting killed out here. Having a psychotic roommate with delusions of godliness and a secret agenda tips the scales to something more like ninety percent. Had I known about your grand plans, I wouldn’t have come.” 
 
    “And here we go,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “Enough,” said Lyn in a somewhat loud voice as she raised her hand in what has become the universally accepted signal to halt bickering children. “Obviously, there are issues here that the two of you need to work out at some later point in time.” Lyn was looking back and forth between Nibbs and Jac as she spoke, but now her gaze locked on Nibbs. “How long do you plan on stranding us here?” 
 
    “Oh, I think a couple weeks’ head start should be all I need,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “And what about Gil?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “Gil?” said Nibbs, repeating the name aloud as more of an afterthought than a question. 
 
    “Yes, Gilbert,” said Ellie. “You know, the guy behind you in the tub, trying not to be seen, slowly turning into a prune.” 
 
    “Gilbert stays with me,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “Why?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Why not?” said Nibbs. “I wanted some company and my choices were limited to old mistakes or new experiences.” 
 
    “”I think you mean ‘old mistakes or new mistakes,’ said Ellie. 
 
    “Are you speaking from experience?” asked Nibbs. 
 
    “About mistakes?” said Ellie. “Yeah, I’ve made a few.” 
 
    “Well, you know what they say, what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “Well, I’ve been killed twice now,” said Ellie. “and I’m not sure if I’m getting stronger or weaker, but I’m certainly getting smarter.” 
 
    “Good to know,” commented Nibbs. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got things to do. Don’t worry, I’ll be in touch before I leave.” And with that last comment, the image from the Falcon dissolved into nothingness. 
 
    “Why are you insisting on keeping me here?” asked Gilbert. “You heard Ellie, I’m not easy to get along with in a relationship.” 
 
    “Who said anything about a relationship?” said Nibbs. 
 
    “So I’m just going to be your remote controlled love toy?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Correct, “said Nibbs, “but if you promise to behave, and not fight my control, I believe I have a way for you to remain conscious and enjoy the experience.” 
 
    “So you expect me to remain passive while you take control of my body and use it to fulfill whatever sex-starved fantasy pops into your head?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “That’s right,” confirmed Nibbs. 
 
    “Okay,” said Gilbert. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That could have gone better,” said Lyn as she watched the scene from the hot tub fade away.  
 
    “At least we know that Gil’s okay,” said Simon. 
 
    “Yes,” said Ellie, “We can all breathe easier now that we know he’s being bathed regularly.” 
 
    “Ship,” said Jon, “what’s our operational status?” 
 
    “We are fully operational,” began the ship’s computer, “but our ability to generate a normal space-time field in and around the ship is still being governed by Nibbs’ master control system.” 
 
    “What about the teleport?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Fully operational,” continued the ship’s computer, “however the only other teleport station we could reach is the one on Nibbs’ ship and it is currently ignoring any requests for transport.” 
 
    “Anyone have any thoughts on our next move?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Attack,” said Ellie. “Disable her ship. Ruin her plans, whatever they are.” 
 
    “I begin to understand why you’ve been killed twice,” said Jac. 
 
    “Think about it,” said Ellie. “She needs that ship and all its equipment to do whatever it is she’s planning to do. Let’s zip up there and blast its engines.” 
 
    “You’re right,” said Lyn. “She needs that ship, but you’re forgetting that she doesn’t need us. We don’t know what type of weapons she has onboard or how quickly she can cut us loose from her space-time generator and expose us to this area’s raw space.” 
 
    “Hang on a second,” said Jon. “Ellie’s got a point. Everything she has planned revolves around her ship, its equipment and Nibbs’ ability to bring it back into normal space. We just might be able to throw a wrench into her plans without a full-on attack.” 
 
    “You’ve got a plan?” asked Simon. 
 
    “I’ve got an idea,” said Jon. 
 
    “That’s good enough for me,” said Simon.  
 
    “I’ve got an idea,” said Ellie. “I think I’m going to take a walk.” 
 
    Lyn was about to say something about how it would probably be best if they all stayed together, but then she met Jon’s eyes and saw the almost undetectable shake of his head. 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” said Jac. “There are some very lovely spots in this area and I’d love the opportunity to show them to you.” 
 
    “Great,” said Ellie. “I’ll pack a snack.” 
 
    As we’ve already discussed, Simon is a quick study and wisely kept silent as Ellie and Jac left the Falcon. 
 
    “So what’s going on?” he asked as soon as Ellie and Jac were gone. “Did you and Ellie make secret plans so she’d keep Jac out of our hair while we planned our escape?” 
 
    “Nope,” said Jon. “Sometimes things just work in your favor. The trick is noticing the developing situation and taking advantage of it.” 
 
    “So then what’s going on between Jac and Ellie?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Just the usual stuff, I’d expect,” said Jon.  
 
    “I’ll explain it to you later,” said Lyn. 
 
    “I know what the usual stuff is,” said Simon. “I just haven’t had a lot of firsthand experience.” 
 
    “Back to task, children,” said Jon. “Nibbs can control us, but she can’t get into our minds, meaning she can’t access any of the ship’s systems because she doesn’t have access to our security protocols. All she can do is lock us into this bubble of space-time and threaten to let the outside environment obliterate us if we try to break free.” 
 
    “Seems like enough,” said Simon. 
 
    ”But it gives us a certain amount of freedom,” said Jon. 
 
    “And we have a co-conspirator in her ship,” said Lyn. 
 
    “And we have been known to hack into a system or two,” added Simon. 
 
    “How hard could it be?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “It’s one of those things,” said Jon as he cracked his knuckles and grinned, “where you just don’t know until you try.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So you and Nibbs actually built all of this?” asked Ellie. She was following Jac as they walked across a grassy field that bordered the area were the ship was parked. 
 
    “Most of it was built as a prototype construct when we were developing the equipment,” explained Jac. “First we beefed up the space-time generator so it could create a large space-time bubble, then we programmed the basic specifications for the planetoid and atmosphere into an external matter transformation system we built and flipped the switch.” 
 
    “That took guts,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Actually it took four bottles of wine and a very heated encounter that makes one feel as though you’ve lived life to the fullest. Then, with no regrets, we programmed the equipment to turn on in a couple of hours and passed out.” 
 
    “That’s it?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “We did instruct the ship’s computer to wake us if we were killed during the process of creation,” said Jac. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” said Ellie, “the bravado that comes along with a good drunk.” 
 
    “I must admit,” said Jac, “we were very surprised to wake up that next morning and see a planetoid floating off the port side.” 
 
    “I bet,” said Ellie as she looked around her surroundings. “What about the foliage? How did you create the plant life? I thought that type of stuff was reserved for God?” 
 
    “You’re right,” said Jac. “We couldn’t create life, but we did have a variety of plant seeds and water in the ship. We were curious if they would grow on the planetoid so we planted a few. They began to grow and we got very excited and it seemed that the more excited we got, the faster they grew. We conducted a few experiments and that’s when we first discovered that we had the ability to influence events. That’s how these large trees came to be. It took time, and we really had to focus our minds, but we were able to make each one grow into mature trees just by thinking. We spent weeks cultivating this area.” 
 
    “And the rest of the planetoid?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “Barren,” said Jac. 
 
    “What about animal life?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “It’s basically the same situation,” shrugged Jac. “We can’t create it and the only material around to experiment on was ourselves and that just about brings us up to date.” 
 
    “So how does all this ‘magic’ work?” asked Ellie. “You must have some idea about how all this happened.” 
 
    “We have a hypothesis.” Jac turned left and led Ellie through some tall grass until they came to the embankment of a small lake. They sat down on a grassy spot. “You can think of the outer edge of our universe as a frictional plane, but instead of two different types of matter rubbing against each other, it’s actually two different types of realities, each with an independent set of base attributes. The interaction of those two realities creates this area,” Jac raised his arms towards the sky, indicating the area outside of the planetoid’s space-time bubble. “It’s a hodgepodge of reality building components in what seems like an endless variety of multidimensional segmented energy strands.” Jac sighed, “We thought our space-time construct would filter out all the weird stuff, but obviously we were mistaken. There’s probably a whole bunch of stuff we’ve never dreamt of moving through our bodies as we speak, somehow changing us while being guided by our subconscious.” 
 
    ”But if you try, you can focus it, right?” asked Ellie. “You don’t have to be passive. You can be in control of the changes.” 
 
    “You’re right,” said Jac as he gazed out at the lake. “I can control it. I can change things. I can change you.” 
 
    “Change me?” asked Ellie. “Change me how?” 
 
    “I can make you real,” said Jac. 
 
    “That’s news to me,” said Ellie. “All this time I thought I was real.” 
 
    “I can make you human,” said Jac. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Ellie, “but didn’t you just tell me you can’t create life?” 
 
    “There’s already more than a spark here,” said Jac as he cupped Ellie’s head in his hands and looked into her eyes. “Something had taken hold in you long before you arrived here.” 
 
    “I think I’d know it if I was alive,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Did you know it when you were dead?” asked Jac. 
 
    “No,” said Ellie. “I found out later.” 
 
    “Well, then,” said Jac, “maybe you’ll get a note next week.” 
 
    “I would prefer a more immediate affirmation of my womanhood and potential humanity,” said Ellie. 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” said Jac as he pulled Ellie towards him. “I’m sure I can make you feel like a woman, however, I cannot guarantee a spiritual experience.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Ellie, “you do your job right and I’ll be calling out to God myself.”  So it went. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    11. 
 
      
 
    Gilbert opened his eyes and looked around. He was not at all surprised to find himself in what appeared to be a somewhat futuristic type of hot tub. He was not surprised to see a naked Nibbs sitting across from him, nor was he surprised at all to discover that he was naked as well. 
 
    The reason Gilbert wasn’t surprised at his current circumstance was that, true to her word, Nibbs had determined a means that allowed him to remain conscious while she manipulated him. Not only that, but there were times when she actually let Gilbert take control of the situation and, once he demonstrated competence on the road course, she let him drive for the remainder of the trip so she could sit back and enjoy the ride. 
 
    Gilbert was surprised by the fact that Nibbs had called on him this morning after breakfast; not very camel-like behavior at all. Based on what he had observed so far, Nibbs’ routine was more of a work, eat, sleep and repeat schedule, not that she ate or slept very much. Gilbert remembered Jon’s story about how Nibbs would call upon him when she finished a project and his sense of urgency around his current situation increased. 
 
    “That was very nice,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “I enjoyed it as well,” said Gilbert. “Thanks for cutting me loose.” 
 
    “Well, you were right,” nodded Nibbs. “Not only did you know the route, but you’re a very competent driver as well.” 
 
    “I do try,” said Gilbert. “And I would appreciate a little consideration for my efforts.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Nibbs. 
 
    “I’d like to understand what’s really going on here,” said Gilbert. “It seems you’re just about finished with the modifications to your ship. What do you plan to do next?” 
 
    “Since my brother was so worried about me,” said Nibbs, “I think I’ll stop by and pay him a visit.” 
 
    “And after that?” asked Gilbert. “What are your plans and how do I fit in? You’ve tapped into a power that’s almost incomprehensible and I’ve seen enough to know that you plan to somehow bring it back with you into the normal universe and use it, but to what ends I can’t imagine.” 
 
    “Does it really matter what I plan to do?” asked Nibbs. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” said Gilbert. “Whether you think you’re doing good or evil is inconsequential. Whatever it is you’ve got planned, I’m afraid it will affect people’s lives on a grand scale and that’s something I can’t be a part of.” Though Gilbert’s words and tone conveyed a sense of urgency, determination and a call for action, it was all somewhat undermined by the swirling waters of the hot tub and the general nakedness of the situation. 
 
    “And just what do you think I’ve got planned?” asked Nibbs. 
 
    “You’ve hollowed out a good portion of this ship,” said Gilbert, “and reinforced it with some type of containment field. It’s obvious that you plan on stuffing as much of the pre-cosmic goo that’s out here as you can into this ship and bring it back with you into the known universe. You've already got a way to spray it onto almost anything you want from this ship. The creation of your planetoid shows that your power in normal space would be almost limitless.” 
 
    “And that worries you?” asked Nibbs. 
 
    “Yes,” confirmed Gilbert, “as it would any sane person.” 
 
    “It seems your friend Ellie was correct,” said Nibbs. “You can be bothersome.” 
 
    “I don’t remember her saying that,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “You’re not very good at understanding women, are you?” asked Nibbs. 
 
    “You think I’m bad at it now,” said Gilbert, “you should have seen me six months ago…” 
 
    Their conversation was interrupted by the ship’s computer. “In coming communication,” it said. 
 
    “Who is it?” asked Nibbs. 
 
    “Jac,” came the reply. 
 
    “Put it up,” said Nibbs. 
 
    Once again, one end of the room transformed into the Falcon’s galley, though this time the scene shown was quite different. Jac was standing by the table and Ellie was once again tied up on the floor. 
 
    “What’s going on?” asked Nibbs. 
 
    “I’m not sure, but the others are gone,” said Jac. 
 
    “Gone?” said Nibbs. “Gone where?” 
 
    “I don’t believe they’re on the planetoid,” said Jac. “That only leaves one other place.” 
 
    “I’d know it if they were here,” said Nibbs. “Computer, is there anyone else onboard?” 
 
    “Yup,” came the computer’s quick reply. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” said an aggravated Nibbs. 
 
    “I promised not to,” giggled the computer. “It was a secret.” 
 
    “Your systems have obviously been compromised,” said Jac. 
 
    “Now I wonder how that happened,” said Nibbs. “You were supposed to be watching them.” 
 
    “I got distracted,” said Jac. 
 
    “Distracted?” asked Nibbs, giving Jac that universal look that women had perfected over the millennium. 
 
    “You’re not the only one that gets to take baths,” countered Jac. 
 
    “Can you teleport here?” asked Nibbs. 
 
    “No,” said Jac. “I can’t access their system.” 
 
    “I’ll send the shuttle down for you,” said Nibbs and then she turned to face Gilbert. “Please tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    “What makes you think I know anything?” responded Gilbert. “I’m just your remote controlled love toy, remember?” Straps magically appeared out of thin air and, in a matter of seconds, Gilbert was out of the tub, dressed, bound and gagged on the floor. 
 
    “No more distractions, agreed?” asked Nibbs. 
 
    “Agreed,” agreed Jac. 
 
    The room got quiet and Nibbs stared off for a second or two before turning towards Jac and saying, “They’re in the emitter control room.” She nodded towards Jac and left the room. Nibbs made her way through the ship and stopped in the corridor just outside the entrance to the emitter control room. 
 
    “Hello, Jon,” she said as the door opened. 
 
    Jon looked up from the data streams he was frantically trying to manipulate. “Hello, Nibbs,” he said. 
 
    Nibbs remained in the hall. “Lyn, Simon, please step away from the doorway.” 
 
    Lyn and Simon, who were each on one side of the door, but not in Nibbs’ field of vision as they were on the other side of the wall, moved back into the room and stood next to Jon. 
 
    I don’t know what it is that you hope to accomplish,” said Nibbs, “but you should have known better than to try.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” asked Lyn. 
 
    ”That depends,” said Nibbs. “Will you tell me what you’ve been up to?” 
 
    “No,” said Lyn. 
 
    “You do realize,” said Nibbs, “that I could take control of, oh, let’s say Simon’s body and run it head first into a wall. Would you like me to do that?” 
 
    “I know I wouldn’t,” said Simon. 
 
    “Feel like talking now?” asked Nibbs. 
 
    “I always enjoy good conversation,” said Simon. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Nibbs,” said Jon, “but your threats won’t work.” 
 
    “Really?” asked Nibbs. “Because I’ve had a lot of success with them in the past.” 
 
    “I’m more than happy to tell you what I’ve done,” said Jon. “You see, I’ve configured a feedback loop into your array system so it can never provide any more power than what is required to maintain this environment. I’ve taken that little loop and integrated it into the antimatter containment system’s failsafe protocol logic which means it can’t be changed or isolated without taking the entire system off-line.” 
 
    “I know what it means,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “And you can’t take it off-line out here,” said Jon, “because it’s the only thing protecting us from obliteration.” 
 
    “I said I knew what it meant,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “And you can’t fill up your tanks with wacky space and bring it with you because you’ll lose the field holding it in place,” finished Jon. 
 
    “That won’t stop me,” said Nibbs shaking her head. 
 
    “No?” questioned Jon. 
 
    “It won’t even slow me down,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “I wouldn’t,” began Jon, “be so sure…” Jon’s voice tapered off before he could smugly add in the ‘about that’ part. The reason for the tapering off was that Jon, Lyn and Simon, now joined by Gilbert, once again found themselves inside the Falcon with no recollection of how they arrived there. “I hate it when she does that,” said Jon. 
 
    “It could have been worse,” said Lyn. “She could have banged us up against the wall a few times before sending us back.” 
 
    “I’ve just received a recorded video transmission,” interrupted the ship’s computer. 
 
    “It just got worse,” said Jon. “Put it up. Let’s hear what Nibbs has to say.” 
 
    “Nibbs is not in the video,” said the computer. 
 
    “Who is in the video?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    ”Just the four of you,” said the ship’s computer. 
 
    Gilbert knotted his brow as he asked, “Anything strange going on?” 
 
    “First time I’ve ever seen you all naked in a group setting,” said the computer. “Does that count as strange?” 
 
    “We’re all naked?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Yes,” said the ship’s computer. 
 
    “I think I would have preferred to run into the wall,” said Simon, with an edge of foreboding in his voice. 
 
    “Without going into too much detail,” said Gilbert, “can you tell us what we’re doing? Are we interacting with each other?” 
 
    “Lyn’s doing jumping jacks while you guys are playing leap frog.” 
 
    “That explains the soreness,” mumbled Lyn. 
 
    “Well, that doesn’t sound too bad,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “Followed by genital fondling,” continued the computer. 
 
    “Ugh,” said Lyn. 
 
    “While Lyn continues to exercise,” added the computer. 
 
    “Ugh!” said Simon and Gilbert. 
 
    Jon, his feelings a bit hurt, remained silent. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    12. 
 
      
 
    “Captain,” the voice of the ship’s computer filled the Falcon’s galley, “Nibbs’ ship is powering its engines.” 
 
    It had been a few days since Simon, Gilbert, Lyn and Jon had found themselves removed from Nibbs’ ship and relocated to the planetoid. Thanks to the Falcon’s surveillance system they were able to discover that Nibbs had transported them to the planetoid in a small shuttle which she then used to return Jac and herself back to her ship. The video also showed an affable Jac and Nibbs, confirming their suspicion that the two of them were working together the entire time.  
 
    Once back in control of their bodies, they quickly found Ellie bound and gagged in the lounge and freed her from her restraints. After that, they spent as much time as they could inside the Falcon, not knowing if it would shield them from whatever was supposed to be in the air and radiating through their bodies, but hoping it would add a extra layer of protection and delay changing them into something other than themselves. 
 
    “I don’t feel any different,” Lyn had said to Simon on the morning of their second day on the planetoid. “I think we’d be able to notice if we were changing, don’t you?” 
 
    “I suppose so,” said Simon. “I don’t feel any different either and I haven’t noticed anything strange occurring.”  
 
    “So you haven’t developed any Jedi powers yet?” joked Lyn as she recognized a slightly disappointed tone in Simon’s voice. “You can’t levitate things or see with your eyes closed?” 
 
    “I’d just be happy not to pee and poop anymore,” said Simon. 
 
    “So you’d want to change?” asked Lyn. 
 
    Now it was time for Simon to recognize disappointment in Lyn’s voice. “No, I don’t want to change and I don’t want you to change either. I was just kidding, you know how much I love to poop.” 
 
    “Surprisingly, quite a bit,” Lyn nodded in agreement. 
 
    “What can I say,” said Simon. “There’s not much else in life that gives you such a sense of accomplishment at literally no cost.” 
 
    “That must be a guy thing,” said Lyn. “Just the same, I want to get scanned by the medical station again.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Simon. They had been examined by the ship’s medical scanner each morning and evening since being stranded on the planetoid as a way to monitor their bodily composition. So far, it hadn’t reported any changes. 
 
    It was later that same day when the ship’s computer alerted Gilbert that Nibbs’ ship was powering up its engines. He and Jon had then moved to the Falcon’s bridge and began monitoring the ship’s status. They both took a deep breath as they watched her ship move away and then separate itself from the space-time bubble surrounding the planetoid. They were both quite relieved to discover themselves still alive and the space-time bubble still intact. 
 
    “Two and a half days for them to fix their ship,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Not bad,” said Jon. “Though it depends on exactly what they found and what they fixed, plus I think Nibbs still had a few other things to finish up before she was ready to leave this area.” 
 
    “We know for sure they repaired the computer and fixed the containment field,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “I’m sure Nibbs did more than just repair the computer,” said Jon. “If it was me, I’d do a complete erasure, reinitialize the entire system and then reinstall everything from the ground up.” 
 
    “Well,” said Gilbert, “they were able to find and fix enough of the bugs you stuck in their systems to get the ship operational so they could leave this area of non-space without having to come to us for help. So much for Plan A.” 
 
    “That’s the bad news,” confirmed Jon. “The good news is that we’re still here to wonder how.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Gilbert. “Why is that? Computer, can you tell us what’s maintaining the field of space around the planetoid now that Nibbs’ ship is gone?” 
 
    “There is now a satellite orbiting the planetoid,” said the ship’s computer, “and it’s generating a field of normal space around us,” said the computer. 
 
    “That was nice of Nibbs, not killing us and all,” said Gilbert. “Maybe she’s not as bad as we’re thinking.” 
 
    “It still has control of the Falcon’s space-time field generator,” continued the computer, “and has a cannon array locked on our position.” 
 
    “Very nice,” agreed Jon, nodding his head. 
 
    “What’s going on,” asked Simon as he and Lyn entered the bridge, followed almost immediately by Ellie. 
 
    “Nibbs and Jac have left,” said Jon, “and they’ve left behind a fully armed, space-time field generator and its guns are locked on us.” 
 
    “Neat,” said Ellie. 
 
    “That makes you happy?” said Gilbert. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Ellie. “Finally, a normal situation.” 
 
    “Normal?” said Simon. “We’re being held prisoner here at gunpoint.” 
 
    “I know I look all grown-up,” began Ellie, “but try to remember that I only came into being a few months ago and, thanks to my association with you four, confrontational situations have been kind of the norm.” Ellie shrugged, “It’s just something I’m familiar with and I’ll tell you, those flippin’ wizards were really freaking me out. There was no telling what they would do next since they could do almost anything.” 
 
    “Ellie’s got a point,” said Jon. “We’re in a much better position now that they’re gone.” 
 
    “Have you had any luck analyzing the information we got from Nibbs’ computer?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Yes,” said Jon. “A few more hours work and we should be on our way.” 
 
    “Don’t hurry on our account,” said Lyn. “We wouldn’t want you to make a mistake since that would kill us all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Now prior to the gang storming Nibbs’ ship, and while Ellie was spending some quality time with Jac, Jon had begun the task of hacking into Nibbs’ systems by first examining the Falcon’s security system. 
 
    “How will that help,” asked Simon as he watched Jon work, hoping to pick up a trick or two. Lyn had gone to the bridge to use the ship’s imaging sensors to keep tabs on Ellie and Jac. 
 
    “Remember the Kysis freight run?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Was that the trip where you constantly complained about the cabin temperature?” said Simon. 
 
    “No, that was the Frezip freight run,” said Jon. “I constantly complained about the food on the Kysis run. Either way, I was so bored that I wrote and installed a variety of security routines to beef-up the ship’s defenses against unauthorized access.” 
 
    “As I recall,” said Simon, “you were so bored that you got completely smashed on both occasions.” 
 
    “Right,” said Jon, “that’s when I do some of my best work.” 
 
    “Really?” asked a very skeptical Simon. 
 
    “Actually,” said Jon, “it’s probably more like fifty - fifty.” 
 
    “Again, really?” asked Simon. “Remember, I’ve seen you smashed.” 
 
    Jon shrugged, “Maybe it’s more like forty - sixty.” 
 
    “Well, how did it go this time?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Let’s find out,” said Jon as he began an in-depth evaluation of the Falcon’s security system. “Look at this, I created an entirely fake operating system and put it right behind the entitlement check and then I modified the entitlement check to send anyone attempting to hack us into it.” 
 
    “And then what,” asked Simon. “You feed them a bunch of bogus information so that they’d think they have something when in reality they didn’t?” 
 
    “That would have been a really brilliant idea,” said Jon. “But instead I let them poke around in it for a bit and then it floods their systems with that video of you and Gilbert doing the Chicken Dance at your cousin’s wedding.” 
 
    “Great,” commented Simon. 
 
    “And, of course,” said Jon, “the video contains a microscopic little worm that’s designed to burrow its way deep into their operating system and establish an entry port for us to use.” 
 
    “Now that’s convenient,” said Simon. 
 
    “I suppose it says something about my choices in life,” said Jon. “But I’d be lying if I said I haven’t been in this same situation before and wished I had something like this in place.” Jon sighed. “At least I’m becoming proactive, that has to be a good sign.” 
 
    “Yes,” nodded Simon, “your personal growth is skyrocketing.” 
 
    “According to the security system logs,” said Jon, “Nibbs tried to compromise our system when we were first unconscious and traveling down to the planetoid.” 
 
    “Why weren’t we notified of the attempted breach?” asked Simon. 
 
    “I may have gone off to bed before I completed debugging the program.” Jon was quickly reviewing the script in question. “Looks like I created a new alert code to identify an intruder, but didn’t define any rules that allowed the monitoring system to process it.” 
 
    “You ‘may have gone off to bed?’ said Simon. “Is that a nice way of saying you passed out before you finished and then forgot all about it until now?” 
 
    “Something like that,” smiled Jon as he made a waving motion with his hand. 
 
    “But you’re sure the worm made it into Nibbs’ system, right?” asked Simon. 
 
    Jon shrugged. 
 
    “Do you remember what we’re supposed to do to access her system?” asked Simon. 
 
    “That’s the really neat part,” said Jon. “We don’t go in, it comes out. Nibbs’ system would log our connection even if we came in through an accepted port and likely generate an alert that would notify Nibbs. Instead, Nibbs’ system will call us and we answer.” 
 
    “Most impressive,” said Simon. “How do we make that happen?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” admitted Jon. 
 
    “Less impressive,” said Simon. 
 
    “I do remember something about not wanting the signal to be overly complicated or anything too sophisticated,” said Jon. 
 
    “Maybe something that would blend in with the general cosmic microwave radiation?” suggested Simon. 
 
    “Possibly, but I’m just not sure.” Jon shook his head. “I need something to jog my memory. I need to be in the same state of mind as I was when I wrote the code.” 
 
    So it was a short time later, when Lyn entered the room to check on Simon and Jon’s progress, that she put her hands on her hips, raised an eyebrow and said, “So this is your secret method of how to crack security systems?” 
 
    Simon and Jon looked up from their cups. “Actually, yes,” replied Jon. “I’m not proud of it, but it gets results.” 
 
    “Really?” asked Lyn in a very suspicious tone. 
 
    Simon waved a hand towards the paper on the table, “We’ve been going over the events in Jon’s life and he’s at a 61% success rate when intoxicated.” 
 
    “Much higher than I expected,” commented Jon, nodding in agreement. 
 
    “And how does he do when he’s not drunk?” asked Lyn. 
 
    Simon and Jon did some quick math. “Close to 98%,” said Simon. “But it’s a small sample size.” 
 
    Lyn sighed and sat down next to Simon. “And how are you faring this time?” 
 
    “Half way there,” said Jon. “My computer worm infiltrated Nibbs’ system days ago, now we just need to remember the activation code.” 
 
    “You don’t remember how to turn it on?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Oh, it’s on,” said Jon. “We just need to give it the signal and it will establish a secure communication channel with us.” 
 
    “That’s the part he doesn’t remember how to do,” added Simon. 
 
    “And how does getting smashed help?” asked Lyn. 
 
    Simon pointed to a chart and began to organize his notes, but Lyn put her hand on his and stopped his effort.  “Just pour me a drink,” she said, smiling and shaking her head. 
 
    It was an even shorter time later, after another round of drinks, that Simon and Lyn had pretty much given up on jogging Jon’s memory. 
 
    “All I’m saying,” said Simon as he waved his arm at his surroundings, “is that we should invest a little capital on the inside of the ships, now that the engines and weapons are up to snuff.” They had retired to the lounge to make themselves comfortable and the conversation quickly turned to the lumpy couches and the bland wall color. 
 
    “Not to mention upgrading the Enterprise’s living quarters,” said Lyn. “I’d like to take down the wall between my room and Simon’s, get a bigger bed in there, a nicer bathroom with a big tub…” Lyn’s voice trailed off with a whimsical tone. She caught Simon’s eye and gave him a wink. Simon smiled and winked back. 
 
    “That’s it!” shouted Jon. 
 
    “What’s it?” asked Lyn. “You want a bigger tub too?” 
 
    “No. It’s your blinking!” said Jon excitedly, but then his voice came down a notch and his gaze drifted off as he said, “Though a big tub would be nice.” 
 
    “Actually,” corrected Lyn, “I wasn’t blinking, I was winking.” 
 
    “That was the worm’s payload!” said Jon, coming back on task. 
 
    “You coded a winking worm?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Why not,” giggled Lyn. “It’s not like he’s the first guy with a winking worm.” 
 
    “We’re talking about the worm’s payload,” said Simon. 
 
    “So was I,” confirmed Lyn. 
 
     “Look,” said Simon as he turned towards Jon and pleaded, “can you just explain what the winking worm is?” 
 
    Jon’s lip trembled a bit as he tried to maintain a straight face while he replied. “It’s not that the worm winks, but that its payload included a surveillance routine that monitors our ship’s running lights for a signal.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Lyn. “We need to flash our headlights or something?” 
 
    “Exactly,” confirmed Jon, nodding his head. 
 
    So after flashing the Falcon’s high beams, which did, in fact, complete a sophisticated surveillance algorithm, Nibbs’ ship opened a secure and secret channel to the Falcon allowing Jon access to her main computer’s operating system. 
 
    Now having access didn’t mean a free ride and Jon dug in while Lyn made coffee with the hopes of raising his success rate up towards the 98% mark. It was here, as Jon installed a few bits of canned code he kept on tap for just such an occasion, that he brought Nibbs’ main operating system’s capability down to the level of a 4 year old child playing hide and seek. 
 
    “I’ve begun downloading Nibbs’ data files,” said Jon. “Something in there has to be able to help us.” 
 
    “Hey, guys,” said Simon from down the hall. “Jac and Ellie are back.” 
 
    “Almost done?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “No,” replied Jon. 
 
    “We need a diversion,” said Lyn. “We need to get Nibbs and Jac to think we’re up to something else while the download finishes.” Lyn thought for a second or two and said, “Can you get Nibbs’ teleport to receive us?” Lyn’s quick thinking masked the download transmission from Nibbs’ ship, but it also engaged them in a bit of unplanned calisthenics and homoerotica. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alright,” said Jon. “I’m ready to disengage the Falcon from the planetoid’s space bubble.” 
 
    Thanks to the information he had stolen from Nibbs’ computer, Jon was able to open a communications link to the satellite and present security credentials that convinced its operating system that it was dealing with a true authority. Once that was accomplished, taking control of the satellite became a fairly straightforward task and Jon focused on separating the Falcon from its space-time bubble while Simon and Gilbert worked on updating the Falcon’s communications system and Lyn and Ellie plotted a course home. 
 
    “Are its cannons still aimed at us?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Don’t worry, the satellite is fully under our control,” said Jon. 
 
    “Fully under our control with its cannons still aimed at us?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Yes,” said Jon. 
 
    “Could you please point them in a different direction?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “If it will make you feel better, of course,” said Jon, tapping away at the Falcon’s control pad. 
 
    “Will the planetoid still exist after you disengage the Falcon from the satellite,” asked Ellie. 
 
    “Yes,” said Jon. “After we separate the Falcon from its control, the satellite will remain here and continue generating a normal space-time field around the planetoid.” 
 
    “That’s good,” said Ellie. “I’ve got some fond memories of the time I spent alone with Jac down there and I’d hate to see the place dissolve into nothing.” 
 
    “When did you spend time alone with Jac?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Oh, probably around the same time you were hot tubbing it with Nibbs,” said Ellie. 
 
    “I was only doing that to keep her preoccupied so you guys could pirate her ship,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “Well, I had to distract Jac for the same reason,” countered Ellie. 
 
    “Fine,” said Gilbert, crossing his arms in front of his chest. 
 
    “Oh, it was more than fine,” said Ellie, crossing her arms as well. 
 
    “Just so you know,” began Jon, “if anyone here cares at all, we’ve disengaged from the satellite and we’re running under our own control once again.” 
 
    “Our course is set,” said Lyn. “Nothing else to do but wait.” 
 
    Now as expected by anyone that knew Simon and Gilbert, once alone with nothing pressing to occupy their time and a variety of alcoholic beverages at their disposal, the following conversation ensued: 
 
    “Pretty cool, huh?” said Simon. “We downloaded secret plans from what could be considered a small death star.” 
 
    “I know,” said Gilbert. “Do we have any robots in storage?” 
 
    “There are a couple semi-intelligent forklifts in the cargo bay,” said Simon. 
 
    “We should store a copy of Nibbs’ plans in one of them!” said Gilbert. 
 
    “I think there’s a portable holograph projector in the storeroom closet that we could bolt on it,” said Simon. 
 
    “We can program it to deliver the plans to one of our friends in case anything happens to us,” said Gilbert. 
 
    And so it went. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    13. 
 
      
 
    Nash sat in his office and attempted to catch up on some paperwork. It took him quite a bit of effort to focus on the work since he expected to be interrupted at any time. Sure enough, just as soon as he began to unravel the mystery behind the increased spending in the Biotech department, he received an urgent communication from the station’s control center. 
 
    “A ship has just entered the far end of the asteroid field, sir,” Nash’s tactical officer reported. She stared off to the side for a moment before adding, “It’s your sister’s ship, sir. 
 
    “Silent running,” ordered Nash. The station was always operating in stealth mode, but now it would go into a lockdown procedure that would put it into a double secret stealth mode of operation. 
 
    “Aye-aye, Captain.” 
 
    “I’m on my way,” responded Nash. Though the situation was somewhat dire, there really wasn’t any need to hurry. Nash’s bridge crew had relocated the asteroid into a new position as soon as the Falcon had departed as part of their standard security protocol. Both Gilbert and Nibbs were well aware of this and, when coming to visit, would enter the asteroid field with an open communications channel and await Nash’s direction to his location. 
 
    As a secondary security protocol, Nash’s asteroid base also had the ability of changing its shape so that anyone scanning the millions of pieces of rock floating in the asteroid belt where Nash’s base was stashed with the hope of identifying Nash’s bit of rock would be fruitless. This is a fact that neither Gilbert nor Nibbs were aware of since this is a very neat trick and one of the cards Nash held close to his chest. This was an extremely complicated maneuver, but one that Nash reluctantly ordered as well upon the Falcon’s departure. 
 
    “Status?” requested Nash as he entered the bridge. 
 
    “They came in with the usual open beacon," reported his tactical officer, "but later turned it off as we weren’t responding." She glanced at a display screen. “They’ve begun mapping the belt, trying to locate us.” 
 
    A grim smile passed Nash’s lips as he contemplated the situation. Ninety-nine percent of Nash’s employees are unaware of the asteroid’s exact capabilities in regards to movement, stealth and appearance. The other one percent makes up Nash’s command crew and they’re not all that sure about it either.  
 
    Now if you’ve approached the asteroid from space versus teleporting in, you would have, no doubt, noticed all types of strange things attached to it – field generators, gravity engines, environmental bubbles, as well as weapons and shield generators popping out here and there to cover every conceivable approach vector and the observer is left wondering just what it is that this place couldn’t do. Unfortunately, the answer is quite a bit. 
 
    You see, the station’s movement is limited to a leisurely maneuvering speed, just fast enough to get it around the asteroid field and provide course changes to avoid the occasional rock collision. The weaponry littering its surface is mostly leftovers from various projects; some are functional, most aren’t. The shield generators work, but like everything else on the surface, are a dead giveaway to anyone scanning the asteroid field for something other than big lumps of rocks and, since dead isn’t what Nash wants to be, the shields and weapons have been retracted and all other extraneous bits and pieces have either been concealed or detached and are now drifting around on their own, pushed off onto various courses that Nash hoped were collision free. The end result being that the lump of rock that houses Nash’s base is now virtually indistinguishable from any of the other lumps of rock floating by with the added bonus that its topology has changed as well as its overall surface area making it almost impossible for anyone to identify it based on its previous size and shape. 
 
    In addition to all that, Nash’s counterespionage team has the asteroid field populated with a myriad of surveillance drones whose sole purpose is to locate, jam or otherwise render any tracking or spying devices left behind or being employed by any new visitor unusable. 
 
    So it was with some surprise that Nash and his command crew watched as Nibbs’ ship turned towards their general direction. 
 
    “What are the odds that she’d turn in our direction?” asked Nash. 
 
    “It’s a disk-shaped field,” said the tactical officer, “so I suppose fifty-fifty.” 
 
    Their surprise turned into disbelief as Nibbs’ ship made a path, though somewhat laboriously, directly toward their present location. Their disbelief turned into grim resignation as her ship pulled up next to the asteroid, directed its emitter array at them and encompassed the asteroid with a visible field that caused their instrumentation to dance as if it was Rumba night. Nash and his tactical officer exchanged glances. A second later a light on her control panel caught her attention. 
 
    “Our teleport has come on-line,” she reported. 
 
    “Shut it down,” said Nash. 
 
    “I can’t,” came the reply. 
 
    “Well, then, it seems my sister is here for a visit.” Nash thought for a moment. “Have her wait for me there, I need to arrange an escort.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hello, Nash,” said Nibbs as Nash entered the teleport chamber. Nibbs and Jac had materialized a few minutes earlier, but had, at Nash’s request, waited there for him to arrive. “I brought you something.” 
 
    “I think you mean someone,” said Nash as he motioned for Nibbs and Jac to follow him through the doorway and into the corridor. 
 
    “Yes, of course, where are my manners,” said Nibbs before moving into the hallway. “Nash, this is my coworker Jac. Jac, this is my brother Nash. There, the introductions are complete.” Nash and Jac exchanged nods. 
 
    “I’m more than just her coworker,” grumbled Jac. 
 
    “That’s what they all think,” said Nash. 
 
    Nibbs turned and followed Nash through the doorway. Once in the corridor, a pair of guards, complete with handguns drawn, proton rifles strapped across their backs and blast helmets on their heads, stepped in line behind them and followed them as they walked. 
 
    “Unnecessary, brother,” said Nibbs, “and pointless.” 
 
    “Please humor me, then,” said Nash. 
 
    “Don’t I always?” replied Nibbs. “For example, I should be quite upset with you for not giving us a beacon when we entered your little area, but I’m not.” 
 
    “Would you care to tell me how you were able to locate me and gain control of my teleport?” asked Nash. 
 
    “Maybe another time,” said Nibbs. “Right now I want to tell you what I brought with me from the edge of creation.” 
 
    Nash stopped walking and turned as a corridor door opened leading into a large conference room. Nash motioned with his hand towards the table and chairs as they entered the room. Nash walked around to the opposite side of the conference table and sat down, Nibbs and Jac sat down facing him. The guards took flanking positions at opposite ends of the room behind Nash.  
 
     “Alright,” he said, “then tell me. What did you bring back with you and why is my station being showered with some type of pre-cosmic radiation? And while you’re at it, why don’t you explain how, at a mature age, you managed to grow four inches taller.” 
 
    “Magic,” said Nibbs, her eyes sparkling as she sat down. A bottle of wine and three glasses materialized on the table. Jac sat down beside her. 
 
    “Nope,” said Nash, shaking his head. “Try again.” 
 
    “Enchantment,” said Nibbs as the bottle rose on its own and poured wine into the glasses. 
 
    “Still not buying any,” said Nash. 
 
    “Alright,” said Nibbs. “If it makes you feel better, call it science.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” said Jac as he leaned forward. “Call it whatever you want. We learned how to collect, contain and emit radiation from beyond the edge of creation and we brought enough of it back to manipulate you and your reality.” 
 
    “That’s saying a lot,” said Nash. “But why did you come here? Was it just to say ‘hi’ and let me know you’re okay or do you actually have plans to change my reality?” 
 
    “I know you’re working on that large emitter array for the Feds,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “We want it,” said Jac. 
 
    “Well, it’s not here,” said Nash. “I covered it up, cut it loose and sent it floating off.” 
 
    “Then just give us its trajectory and we’ll be on our way,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “On your way to do what?” asked Nash. 
 
    Nibbs just shook her head and said, “Just give us the dish. I don’t want to argue and I don’t want an awkward situation.” 
 
    “Tell us where it is,” said Jac, “Otherwise we’ll have to get the information from you ourselves. You won’t enjoy that, believe me.” 
 
    “That’s how you define an awkward situation?” asked Nash. “By threatening me and my personnel with bodily harm?” 
 
    “No,” said Nibbs. “I define an awkward situation as having to explain to Mom and Dad why my brother now has the body of a donkey.” Nibbs gave Nash that look sisters have given to brothers throughout the ages, daring them to try something. “And don’t expect any help from those fools you sent out to bring me back.” 
 
    “My friends will help me,” said Nash. 
 
    “They won’t come in time,” said Jac. 
 
    “We’re already here,” said Jon, causing Nibbs and Jac to look towards the guards standing behind Nash. Jon and Gilbert raised the blast shields on their helmets and aimed their weapons at Jac and Nibbs. 
 
    “So you were able to escape,” said Jac shaking his head as he scowled. “You two should know better than anyone that those weapons are useless on us.” His angry expression became one of puzzlement as he turned to Nibbs. Nibbs’ expression matched his and she gave him a shake of her head. 
 
    “What’s the matter,” asked Gilbert. “Has both magic and science failed you?” 
 
    “What have you done?” asked Nibbs. 
 
    “Sorry,” said Gilbert. “But I don’t kiss and tell.” 
 
    Nibbs looked down at the table and the wine bottle and glasses vanished. Then she looked at Gilbert and said, “You’re in some type of protective field, you’re being shielded from the radiation my ship is broadcasting.” 
 
    “Smart girl,” said Gilbert as he and Jon moved closer while keeping their weapons on Nibbs and Jac. “Of course, weapon’s fire goes through just fine.” 
 
    “Good to know,” said Jac as he raised his hand from under the table, displaying a weapon aimed directly at Nash. The room became very quiet as eyes locked onto their targets. Nash wasn’t sure what would trigger the shooting, his only thought was whether he should move left or right when it began.  
 
    Gilbert was focused on Nibbs. Though she was unarmed, he knew she could materialize simple weapons and propel them towards him at high speed. Even though he was on the pixie dust shielded side of the room, he was sure that its momentum would carry whatever Nibbs manifested and shot in his direction to their target. 
 
    Jon, his eyes glued on Jac, briefly wished he was wearing a poncho and that the sound of pocket watch chimes filled the air. 
 
    It was the quiet whoosh of the conference room door opening that triggered everyone into action. Jac was the first to react, squeezing the firing button on his weapon and sending a bolt of energy directly at Nash. 
 
    As it turned out, it didn’t matter which way Nash dodged; Nibbs, though second to react, beat Jac to the punch since his action required him to think, then move his finger and then wait for his weapon to respond, where Nibbs just had to think and, milliseconds before Jac’s weapon fired, she was able to manifest a small wall in front of Nash that blocked the bolt of energy emerging from Jac’s weapon. The wall extended past Nash and also blocked Jon’s shot as he fired at Jac. 
 
    Jon, Nash and Jac all rolled to the floor in various directions as they recoiled from the near proximity energy blasts. Nibbs smiled as she held Gilbert’s gaze for a moment before turning her attention to the scuffle occurring at her feet. Jac had fired blindly into the corridor as he rolled about on the floor in an effort to discourage anyone from entering the room and was now once again taking aim at her brother. His weapon flew out of his hand, landing perfectly in Nibbs’ palm. Jon, who had also rolled about on the floor, had a clear shot at Jac from under the table and fired a second after Nibbs had disarmed Jac, setting him prone on the floor. 
 
    Nibbs, the pistol now in her hand, looked back at Gilbert and smiled again. She looked at the weapon and frowned before letting it fall to the table. “It was set to kill,” she said. “I’m sorry, Nash. I shouldn’t have come here and I shouldn’t have brought Jac. I’m leaving now and you can do with him as you wish.” 
 
    “I can’t let you leave, Nibbs,” said Gilbert as he raised his gun and fired. His weapon’s discharge enveloped Nibbs, but it had no visible impact on her. 
 
    “Stun won’t do it, lover,” said Nibbs as she walked through the doorway and into the corridor. Nash stood up and moved to follow her as Gilbert warned, “Think about it, once you leave the containment field side of the room you’ll be vulnerable to her power.” 
 
    “Screw it,” said Nash as he came around the conference table, stepped over Jac and went through the doorway. A moment later he called out from the hallway. “Gilbert, Jon, Ellie’s out here. She’s unconscious. She must have been hit by one of Jac’s shots.” 
 
    “She’s been hit?” said Gilbert as he ran around the table and into the hallway. 
 
    “Yes,” said Nash. “And she’s bleeding.” 
 
    “I think you mean leaking,” said Jon as he too left the safety of the conference room and entered the hallway. 
 
    “My background is in bio-engineering,” said Nash, “so I think I know the difference between blood and the type of organic hydraulic fluid being used in Ellie’s body.” 
 
    “But where’d the blood come from?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Her arm,” answered Nash. 
 
    “But how did it get into her body?” clarified Gilbert. 
 
    “Not a clue,” said Nash, “and right now I’m kind of focused on stopping it from coming out.” Nash took off his shirt and wrapped it around Ellie’s arm and tied it off. “It doesn’t look bad. The medical station is two floors down. Computer,” Nash called out, “show the way.” Arrows on the walls and floor lit up and began flashing. Gilbert picked up Ellie and began following them along. 
 
    Jon nodded to Nash and said, “Let’s go.” 
 
    Nash looked down at the weapon Jon was carrying. “Leave it here or go with Gil,” he said. 
 
    Jon left his weapons behind and began trotting after Nash. They arrived at the teleport station just as Nibbs was setting the destination coordinates. 
 
    “Nibbs,” said Nash as he entered the room with Jon following him in. “You don’t have to go. Stay here, we can figure something out, some way out of this, some way to reverse whatever it is that you’ve done to yourself.” 
 
    “What makes you think I want that?” said Nibbs. “I like the way I am now and the power that it gives me.” 
 
    “The power won’t last,” said Nash. “You have to see that this can’t go on forever.” 
 
    “I’ll admit,” began Nibbs, “that I can sometimes be a bit shortsighted and that I don’t always make the best choices, but all that’s about to change. You’ll see.” 
 
    “It won’t end well,” said Jon coming up next to Nash. 
 
    “We’ll see,” repeated Nibbs as she stepped upon the teleport platform. She raised her hand and waved. “Toodles,” was all she said as she disappeared in a crackle of electricity. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    14. 
 
      
 
    It was just a short time after Nibbs’ departure that Nash and Jon joined Gilbert in the station’s infirmary. Ellie was now conscious and the station’s physician had just completed dressing the wound on her arm. 
 
    “How is she?” asked Jon as he entered. 
 
    “She’s okay,” said Gilbert. “The wound was superficial, not a direct hit.” 
 
    “Then why was she unconscious?” said Jon. “Did she fall and bang her head?” 
 
    “Her heads fine,” replied the doctor. 
 
    “The general consensus,” began Gilbert, “is that she fainted.” 
 
    “Are you telling me” began Jon, “that ‘kill them all Ellie’ fainted at the site of her own blood?”  
 
    “Hey,” Ellie began mournfully, “cut me some slack, I never saw my own blood before. I wasn’t even really sure if I had any. It was quite a shock.” 
 
    “A perfectly natural reaction,” said the doctor. “A vasovagal response, lots of folks have them.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Nash. “I understand that, but why does she have blood? I read the spec sheet on her body and it didn’t include blood. Can someone explain just what’s happening here?” 
 
    “I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” said the doctor, “but what we have here is a perfectly healthy and normal young woman. Not including the cut on the upper arm, of course. She’s full of blood and guts just like the rest of us.” 
 
    “Can either of you explain what has happened to Ellie?” Nash asked Jon and Gilbert. 
 
    “Jac warned us about living on that planetoid,” said Jon.  “That we’d be exposed to that unique radiation and that our subconscious could potentially change us without our knowing it, but I wasn’t sure if Ellie was susceptible to it.” 
 
    “Jac told me that he could make me human,” said Ellie. “But I didn’t believe him. He told me how they were able to make plant life grow and how they could change themselves just by thinking about it, but I honestly thought it would take more than just clicking my heels together and wishing to be human to make it happen.” 
 
    “Did you do that?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Probably a million times a day while we were there,” said Ellie. 
 
    “That explains all the tapping sounds you were making,” said Jon. “And why you started wearing red shoes.” 
 
    “But you had no idea you were changing?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Not until yesterday,” said Ellie. 
 
    “What happened yesterday?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “I got hungry,” said Ellie. 
 
    “You got hungry?” asked Nash, his face showing a perplexed frown. 
 
    “I got very hungry,” corrected Ellie. 
 
    “What’s so special about that?” asked Gilbert. “I’ve seen Ellie eat and drink before.” 
 
    “The goal of the organic android program,” began Nash, “was to create a body that looked and felt exactly human and had all the proper fluids in all the right places.” 
 
    “Appreciate that,” nodded Gilbert. 
 
     “Her body was constructed with mostly organic materials,” continued Nash, “and it was powered by a chemical engine that did require her to take in food which it would then convert into energy, but she wouldn’t experience hunger pains. Her control system would just receive an event alert from the biometrics system that ran her body, signaling her to fuel up.” 
 
    “Which didn’t happen very often,” said Ellie. 
 
    “I wouldn’t think so,” said Nash. “It’s a very efficient design.” 
 
    “So how did your first attack of the munchies go?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “I ate everything in sight,” said Ellie. “I couldn’t stop.” 
 
    “So that’s what happened to my sandwich!” exclaimed Jon. “It had my name on it for a reason, you know.” 
 
    “I ate your sandwich,” nodded Ellie, “plus a whole pizza, the left over Chinese food and washed it all down with a gallon of juice.” 
 
    “And that’s when you realized you had become human?” asked Nash. 
 
    “I wasn’t exactly sure what was going on,” said Ellie. “I thought that I was experiencing some type of system failure that required the input of organic matter so my body could regenerate itself.” 
 
    “Your brain would have received alerts from your biometrics,” reminded Nash. 
 
    “I thought maybe that’s where the failure was,” said Ellie. “Anyway, I felt better after eating and I knew this was our next stop so I just figured if we survived another run-in with your little sister, I’d get myself checked out while we were here.” 
 
    “So you had no idea your body had transformed into human form?” asked Jon. 
 
    “No, I figured that out the next morning,” said Ellie, “when I took a massive dump. I had never done that before.” 
 
    “Well, then,” said the doctor as he looked up from his instrumentation, “prepare yourself for another first. Your menstrual cycle is about to begin.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Now while all this was transpiring on LS7, Simon and Lyn had remained behind on the Falcon as an extra security measure in case their planned heroics didn’t work out and Jon, Gilbert and Ellie, as well as everyone else on the station, needed saving. Just what Lyn and Simon would be able to do was anyone’s guess and, of course, depended on how the situation developed, but the thought was that it would be best if they had some resemblance of a backup plan. 
 
    Their plan was quite simple; they had stolen enough technical information from Nibbs’ knowledge database to understand how to modify the Falcon’s communications system and enable them to contact Nash while they were still out past the edge. That gave Nash’s team a head start in developing countermeasures against Nibbs as they were certain that would be her first stop, though no one believed, as she had told Gilbert, that she was heading there only to abate Nash’s concerns around her wellbeing. 
 
    Nash’s team was already well versed in the space-time bubble technology that allowed the Falcon to operate past the universe’s edge so modifying that technology to create a subfield or, if you prefer, a bubble within a bubble, was not that far of a leap. All they needed was enough time to go through Nibbs’ files, which also included Nibbs’ latest findings on how to shield out the edge radiation, all of which Jon had transmitted to Nash right after breaking free from the control of the automated guard station Nibbs had left behind. Unfortunately, Nash’s team only had time to develop a small prototype before Nibbs and Jac arrived. 
 
    Once back in normal space, Jon, Gilbert and Ellie had transported to LS7 ahead of the Falcon and Nibbs’ ship so they could provide Nash with a firsthand account of the situation and his sister’s transformation. Nibbs and Jac were restricted by spaceship travel as their ship provided them their unique power wherever they went, which explains why they needed a head start before they released the Falcon from the planetoid’s satellite control.   
 
    Though the Falcon arrived at LS7 well after Nibbs had left, Gilbert had communicated what had transpired there to Simon and Lyn and they were fully aware of how things had unfolded so that when Simon and Lyn did arrive the conversation was more of a recap. 
 
    “And we have no idea where Nibbs is off to?” asked Lyn as she and Simon followed Jon through the corridor. Ellie was still in the infirmary, taking a nap while the doctor monitored her newly acquired vital signs. Gilbert remained behind and sat by her side. 
 
    “Nope,” confirmed Jon. 
 
    “And she has a tank full of magic dust,” said Lyn, “that she can spray on anything she wants and change it into whatever suits her fancy?” 
 
    “Yup,” replied Jon. 
 
    “That’s not good,” said Lyn. 
 
    “The situation’s worse than you think,” said Jon. “We think Ellie might be PMS-ing.” 
 
    “So Ellie’s really human now?” asked Simon.  
 
    “Yes,” said Jon. “Monthly hormonal increase included.” 
 
    “Come on,” said Simon. “You folks are pretty advanced out here, surely you’ve figured out a way to ugh.” Though there was actually a delay before the ‘ugh’ sound came out of Simon’s mouth, it was very short as Lyn was fairly certain what Simon was about to say and had her elbow primed and ready. 
 
    “We’re big on experiencing the natural human condition these days,” said Jon, “so most women don’t take anything more than a vitamin supplement.” 
 
    “I’ll need to talk with Ellie,” said Lyn, “but I think I know how we can use her recent humanity to our advantage.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jac looked up as the door to his holding cell opened. Though his restraints held him very tightly to his chair, his neck had its full range of motion. He had fully recovered from the shot he had taken from Jon since, the nice guy that he was, Jon had his weapon set to stun. 
 
    Ellie entered the cell and sat down across the table from Jac. Jac smiled. 
 
    “I wondered which approach they would take on me,” he said. “So they decided to send you in. What’s your plan, are you going to beat a confession out of me?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” said Ellie. “Though you’re right, they decided to give me first crack at you.” Ellie leaned forward and asked, “How are you feeling, Jac? You know Nibbs took her ship and left, leaving you high and dry without any juice to sustain your magic powers.” 
 
    “I feel alright.” Jac leaned in as well. “How are you feeling, Ellie? You look different. Are there any changes going on under the covers?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” said Ellie. “I’ve had a complete overhaul. Do you remember our conversation by the lake? Well, I got the note and it was grammatically correct. It ended in a period.” 
 
    “And how do you feel about that?” asked Jac. 
 
    “I’m not exactly sure. I kind of wanted to live forever.” Ellie’s voice took on a whimsical tone as she continued. “You know, outlive my enemies, watch them die of old age and then dance and piss on their graves, but now that’s no longer an option.” Ellie removed a knife that she kept sheathed on the inside of her boot. “The waiting around for natural causes to take affect part, I mean.” Ellie got up, came around the table and sat down next to Jac. She laid the knife down on the table, smiled and raised an eyebrow. “Know what I mean?” she said. 
 
    “I know you’re trying to intimidate me,” said Jac, “but you need me alive to tell you what Nibbs has planned. You won’t kill me.” 
 
    “Kill you?” said Ellie. “You’re right there. This gang is way too soft to kill anyone.” 
 
    “That’s what we call ‘losing leverage’ in the intimidation business,” said Jac. “For future reference, never tell your enemy your weak points.” 
 
    “Thanks for the lesson,” said Ellie. “But you forget where you are. This station has some of the most sophisticated medical facilities in the known universe. Why, Nash was just telling me, you remember Nash, he was the guy you just tried to kill, anyway he was just telling me that whatever I choose to cut off, they could reattach it and have it back in working order within a couple hours, at which point I could cut it off again. Of course, I can only cut off the same thing so many times before they are no longer able to reattach it.” 
 
    Ellie picked the knife up and put it up against Jac’s thumb, but then she remembered what Lyn had told her that night in the Falcon’s galley. “How am I doing now, teach?” Ellie asked as she slid the knife down into Jac’s crotch. She cut away a section of his clothing and exposed his, well, let’s just call it his vulnerability. 
 
    Jac scowled at Ellie. “You wouldn’t aaaaahhhhhh!” screamed Jac as he learned the hard way that she would. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So what did you find out?” asked Ellie. The group had reconvened in one of Nash’s conference rooms. 
 
    “We discovered that you have a mean streak,” said Simon. 
 
    “He tried to kill my friends,” said Ellie, folding her arms. “I don’t like that.” 
 
    “I told you I had equipment here that would allow me to tap into his mind and determine what he knew,” said Nash. “There was no need for violence.” 
 
    “There kind of was,” said Ellie. Lyn, sitting across the table, nodded in approval. “Did he give us any information on Nibbs’ plans?” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” said Nash. “We couldn’t shut him up. Too bad he was in shock or some of it might have made sense. And how did you know we have an advanced transplant unit here? That was a new addition since you were last interconnected to the station’s computer.” 
 
    “Oh, you have one?” said Ellie. “Everything worked out nicely, then. Maybe I should pay him a visit and thank him for his help.”  
 
    “Sorry,” said Nash, “but part of the deal for his information was him never being in the same room with you again.” 
 
    “Wow,” said Simon to Lyn. “You were right about the knife-groin thing.” 
 
    “Remind me to tell you about my ex,” said Lyn. “And my divorce settlement.” 
 
    “So what’s Nibbs’ master plan?” asked Jon. “World domination, galactic domination or universal domination?” 
 
    “Universal domination,” said Nash. “Though I’m not even sure which universe Jac was talking about.” 
 
    “Are you saying they discovered another universe?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “According to the gibberish Jac was spouting,” said Nash, “they were able to send probes out from their ship, through the outer edge of our universe and out into whatever lies beyond. Their hopes were to locate a near-parallel universe where they had already taken over and then team up with themselves so they could come back here and take over this universe as well.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” said Lyn, “does that make sense to anyone here?” 
 
    “There’s a belief,” began Simon, “that if there’s an infinite number of universes then anything we can think of can be a reality in one or more of them. There could be a universe where Superman is real.” 
 
    “And that’s what they discovered?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Not exactly,” said Nash. “According to Jac, an infinite number of universes could exist, but not all realities are possible.” 
 
    “So no Superman universe?” asked Lyn. “Because we could sure use the help.” 
 
    “Probably no Superman universe,” said Simon. “But there could be a Batman universe. Batman is much more plausible than Superman. Batman could happen.” 
 
    “Sure it could, sweetie,” agreed Lyn. 
 
    “I take it that Nibbs and Jac weren’t able to find themselves?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “No,” said Nash. “Talented as they are, they couldn’t develop the scripting and database architecture necessary to catalog and sort an infinite number of universes. Based on the math, most universes would be very similar, with the only difference being the color shirt you chose to wear on a certain day. It would take almost an infinite number of years to discover a universe with the two of them as supreme leaders.” Nash sighed. “After they realized that plan wouldn’t work, they started experimenting in the buffer zone, building equipment to contain and disperse it, while learning how to manifest and manipulate matter. It was at that point they began planning their takeover scheme against our universe.” 
 
    “Why is everyone always trying to take over the universe,” said Lyn with a sigh. “And how do we keep getting caught up in it?” 
 
    “And how were they able to obtain all their equipment?” asked Gilbert. “I saw their initial equipment manifest when we were preparing for the mission, they had a lot more stuff on their ship than you had sent them off with.” 
 
    “They received the additional supplies from an R&D company called Fobos,” said Nash. “Do you know anything about Fobos?” 
 
     “Nibbs said that she worked with Jac there,” said Lyn. “She said it was a research company and it initially funded her work.” 
 
    “Not just initially,” said Nash. “Apparently, both she and Jac are still on their payroll and Fobos supplied all the additional equipment.” Nash looked from face to face. “She told me that once I agreed to fund her work, she would cut all ties to Fobos. Obviously, she didn’t and Jac was acting as her agent there, requisitioning the equipment and meeting her in route to the edge.” Nash let out a sigh. “According to Jac, their next stop is Fobos to collect their pay against their project deliverables.” 
 
    “I find it hard to believe Nibbs would turn over her findings,” said Jon. 
 
    “She’s not going to,” said Nash, “but she still intends to collect her pay.” 
 
    “I don’t find that hard to believe at all,” said Lyn. “And you believe what Jac is saying?” she asked with a strong tone of skepticism in her voice. 
 
    “Of course not,” countered Nash. “We’re probing his mind as we speak, just in case he left out any details.” 
 
    “And this Fobos,” said Lyn, “what are they, your competition?” 
 
    “Yes and no,” said Nash. “While there has been some overlap in our customer base, they do a more traditional business.” 
 
    “Traditional?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Less clandestine in nature,” said Nash. 
 
    “Well, it looks like they’re branching out,” said Lyn. 
 
    “That could be,” said Nash. “But they’re not up to snuff and that’s why I believe they recruited Nibbs, so they could get into my facility and gain access to specialized systems and resources.” 
 
    “Or they have no idea what’s really going on,” said Gilbert. “And Nibbs is just using them to provide the additional equipment she needed. The bigger the organization, the easier it is to do.” 
 
    “Now I wonder where you would get that idea,” asked Lyn. “Oh, right, it’s similar to what you and Simon were doing back on Earth when we first met.” 
 
    Simon and Gilbert shrugged. “There’s a difference,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “We’re pioneers,” said Simon. 
 
    “And they’re psychopaths,” added Gilbert. 
 
    Lyn turned her attention back to Nash. “Do you have any contacts you can check with to see what they might be up to?” Her days as a private investigator may be behind her, but old habits die hard. 
 
    “No worries there,” said Nash. “I can get some intel on this. I can send you an update while you’re on your way to the Fobos facility that Jac and Nibbs worked out of. Jac believes that’s where Nibbs is headed. It’s their weapons division so I guess that gives us an indication of what they wanted to do with Nibbs’ research.” 
 
    “Who said we’re going where?” Simon asked in a perplexed tone. “Our deal was to go and bring your sister back in exchange for fixing up Ellie. I call that done and done. I don’t think there’s anything you could say to us that would keep us involved beyond this point.” 
 
    “There was a reason Nibbs kept Gilbert in her ship while you were on the planetoid,” said Nash. “She wanted to learn about Earth.” 
 
    “Nothing except that, I mean,” said Simon.  
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    “So exactly what were you and Nibbs talking about when the two of you were alone?” Lyn was deep in interrogation mode as she spoke to Gilbert, asking him for what had to have been the fifth time about his conversations with Nibbs. 
 
    The gang was onboard the Falcon, on their way to a planet called Tapana, the planet that houses Fobos SSD. SSD stands for Special Studies Division, a much nicer name than something actually descriptive of the work being performed there, such as LSDD, the Large Scale Death Division. 
 
    Gilbert sighed and said, “It was a game we played. I would ask her about her work and she would lie through her teeth and tell me it was all for a great humanitarian effort. Then she would ask me about my family and I would tell her how I was raised on a farm by my Uncle Owen.” 
 
    “Nice,” commented Simon as he fist pumped Gilbert’s high-five. 
 
    “Did Nibbs seem to focus on any one topic when you talked about Earth?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Not really,” said Gilbert. “I was making up some really crazy stuff about Earth’s military and defensive capabilities and I’m sure she suspected they were all lies.” 
 
    “Hmm,” hmmed Lyn as her lips thinned out again. “There’s more to it than that, I’m sure.” Lyn sighed, “It’s getting late and we got about seven hours before we make Tapana, I suggest we get some sleep and figure out our game plan over breakfast.” 
 
    “But I want to hear what else Nibbs had to say,” began Ellie, “or was that all the talking you two had time for?” 
 
    “Not that it’s any of your business,” said Gilbert, “but we hardly spent much time together while I was on her ship. She was busy working and once she found me snooping around the ship, she kept me under surveillance.” 
 
    Simon yawned and looked at Lyn, who nodded in return. “Well, we’re going to bed,” said Simon as he and Lyn stood up. “No telling what tomorrow will bring.”  
 
    “True,” said Jon as he stood as well. 
 
    Ellie and Gilbert exchanged glances. “In the mood for a movie?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “It’s been a very long day,” said Ellie, shaking her head, “and the end of a very long week. Can’t say it was boring, though.” 
 
    “And what did you learn, Dorothy?” asked Jon. 
 
    “That there’s no place like home,” said Ellie, smiling. “And if I ever find myself in a similar situation, kill the bitch at the earliest convenience.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Simon and Lyn were the first to awake and were eating breakfast in the galley when they were joined by Jon. 
 
    “Come up with a plan yet?” asked Jon as he poured himself some coffee and sat down beside them. The one trait shared by good travelers throughout the universe is their ability to adapt to local foods and customs and sleep almost anywhere. 
 
    “Not really,” said Simon. “We’ve been doing some research on Tapana and its society and they’re right up there if not at the tippity-top of the tech ladder.” 
 
    “No surprise there,” said Jon. “They need to attract the best and the brightest workers and that usually means providing them with the best living conditions with all the bells and whistles that go along with it. Having all the best the universe can offer is a large part of the perks that make Fobos employment so attractive. And I’m sure their planetary security force is top notch as well which tends to dissuade people like us from attempting what we’re thinking of attempting.” 
 
    “Do you think the Falcon’s stealth capabilities will let us approach the planet undetected?” asked Simon. 
 
    “I doubt it,” said Jon. “Don’t get me wrong, that’s a nice bit of technology, but weapons and surveillance is their bread and butter here and I don’t think Nash would have given this technology to my sister if it wasn’t a bit outdated.” 
 
    “So what do you suggest?” asked Lyn. “Do you think you could hack in through their security and disguise our approach so we could come in under their radar?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Jon, “but it would take time. We’d have to do a full recon, find the right folks to bribe for information, then do a full mock-up and run multi-scenario simulations.” 
 
    “We don’t have time for any of that,” said Simon. 
 
    “What about the direct approach?” asked Lyn. “We barge in and threaten to call in the Feds if they don’t tell us where Nibbs is.” 
 
    “These guys are not afraid of the Feds,” said Jon shaking his head. “They’re a multi-galactic company that specializes in weapons. They’ve probably got more combined firepower at their disposal than the Feds and the Feds are probably one of their best customers.” 
 
    “So what then?” asked Simon. “We just park ourselves in orbit and see if they’re in the mood to chat? 
 
    “Hey, guys,” Gilbert’s voice filled the galley. “I just got a message from a Ms. Zan’s office. Seems she’s the senior VP running the Fobos facility on Tapana. She was wondering what our ETA was and if we’d like to join her and Nibbs for dinner to discuss recent events.” 
 
    “Seems like they are in the mood to chat,” said Jon. “Did she say what they’re serving?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a short time later that the Falcon made its approach to Tapana, received its instructions from the local traffic control system and went into orbit. The view from the bridge was somewhat disturbing since there in orbit with them was Nibbs’ ship and, with it, was a shower of magic dust spraying down on a small section of the planet that housed the corporate headquarters of Fobos SSD. 
 
    “I don’t think we should teleport through that,” said Jon as he studied an instrument panel. 
 
    “Teleport through it?” said Ellie. “I don’t even want to step foot in it.” 
 
    “Right,” said Gilbert. “Not everyone has to go. In fact, someone should stay here just in case things don’t go well down there.” 
 
    “I was just kidding,” said Ellie, shaking her head. “Of course I’ll go.” 
 
    “No offense,” said Lyn, “but you are the logical choice to stay behind. I know you feel some animosity towards Nibbs and that will probably be counterproductive to what we’re trying to accomplish.” 
 
    “Just sit tight and keep your eyes and ears open,” said Jon as he moved past Ellie and into the corridor. “And I’ll bring you a snack when we return.” 
 
    “We’re counting on you to watch our back,” said Lyn as she and Simon left the bridge, leaving Gilbert behind. 
 
    “Ellie,” began Gilbert, but Ellie raised her hand, stopping him from speaking. 
 
    “It’s probably best if you don’t say anything right now,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Okay,” said Gilbert and he stepped closer to Ellie. Interpreting the fact that Ellie didn’t take a step back as a positive sign, he cupped her head in his hands and kissed her. The lack of blows to his solar plexus gave further evidence that he wasn’t overstepping any boundaries and he deepened the kiss. 
 
    “I’ve got to go,” is all Gilbert said when they separated. 
 
    “I know,” said Ellie. “Just try not to have sex with her while you’re there, okay?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gilbert joined Simon, Lyn and Jon in the Falcon’s shuttle and began the descent down to the planet. Though not capable of space voyages, the small shuttle, roughly the same shape of a ’68 Chevy van, was more than capable of making planet fall. 
 
    The shuttle was originally a plain, unfinished metallic color, but after one of the longer, more boring freight runs it was painted green and blue and had the words Mystery Machine embossed on the side, a decision everyone, even Simon as its strongest proponent, regretted the next morning. Though still mostly green, the lettering was painted over as soon as the hangover wore off. 
 
    The shuttle’s nav system received landing coordinates from the Fobos traffic control system and landed on what appeared to be the VIP landing pad, just off to the side of the top floor of the tallest building. Transparent walls provided them with a sense of security as they saw only two figures inside, standing by a conference table designed to seat at least twenty-four. 
 
    “Well, that doesn’t look very threatening,” said Simon, gazing out the shuttle window and into the conference room. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Lyn with a shake of her head, “that’s what Custer said right before he rode into the Little Big Horn 
 
    “I don’t think it will be that bad,” commented Gilbert. “Still, we should take precautions.” 
 
    “I’m way ahead of you,” said Jon as he opened a utility draw, removed three palm-sized stunners and handed them out. As usual, Jon carried his personal device, a valuable tool that Jon had appropriated from the ICC, and it had more fire power than most other portable weapons as well as an operating system designed to help thwart an invasion force. As an intelligent device, it’s always on and paying attention to the situation so it was prepared when Jon took it out of his pocket and asked, “How does it look out there?” 
 
    “Just the two people you can see in the room,” came the response. “I’m not detecting anyone else on this floor. There’s plenty of activity on the lower levels, but it all seems like business as usual. The typical number of security personnel seem to be sprinkled throughout the facility. We are under surveillance, though they’re hard to see with the naked eye, there are sensors and weapon emitters at the top corners where the walls come together covering this area and they are directed at us. There are similar installations throughout the facility including the conference room you’re going into.” 
 
    “Can you get control of them?” asked Jon. 
 
    “System access uses single-level authorization and a somewhat typical level of encryption,” said his device. “It won’t take long to get in.” 
 
    “Can you be more specific?” asked Jon. 
 
    “I should be finished by the time I complete this sentence,” replied his device. 
 
    “Hang on,” said Lyn, remembering their earlier conversation. “I thought you said it would take days to break into their system and require bribes and all that simulation crap?” 
 
    “That was to mask the ship’s approach and sneak in undetected,” said Jon. “We’re here and they know it. What they don’t know is that I’ve got one of the most sophisticated mobile devices in existence and it’s more than capable of hacking into the small subnet controlling this floor.” Jon addressed his device, “Keep an eye on things,” he said as he returned it to his pocket. 
 
    “Alright, then,” nodded Lyn, “let’s get the show on the road.” 
 
    Gilbert opened the shuttle door and the four of them walked onto the landing pad and then into the corridor connecting the landing pad to the conference room. The door to the conference room opened as they approached and they entered to find a middle-aged woman, who they assumed was Zan, sitting at the head of the table and Nibbs sitting to her left. Both stood as they entered. 
 
    “Hello,” said Nibbs. “This is Zan, she runs this facility.” Nibbs nodded in Zan’s direction and then introduced Gilbert, Jon, Simon and Lyn. ”I was just beginning to fill Zan in on the status of my project. You’ve arrived at the most opportune time.” 
 
    “Really?” said Jon. “That surprises me. I thought you had grand plans that didn’t involve us.” 
 
    “Correct,” said Nibbs. “Though my plans are evolving, they still don’t involve you, but I am glad you’re here now so I can take steps to remove you from them.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound very hospitable,” said Gilbert. “We came here under the assumption of fair play.” 
 
    “And there was talk of dinner,” reminded Jon. 
 
    “We’re the bad guys,” said Zan, motioning to the chairs as she sat down. “Shame on you for thinking we’d play fair.” Zan thought for a second longer and added, “Though I am a bit hungry myself, perhaps I will have something brought up.” 
 
    “They’ll be no food brought up,” said Nibbs in a commanding tone. She turned to Zan and said, “It’s time you learned exactly what’s going on here.” 
 
    “And we can’t do that over dinner?” asked Jon. “Food and drink always helps to digest bad news.” 
 
    “You think there’s bad news for me?” asked Zan as she stood up. “Because I don’t think so.” Zan turned to face Nibbs. “You work for me, Nibbs, not the other way around and I’ve got bad news for you.” Multiple weapon emitters extended from their hidden locations in the walls with an audible sound and pointed directly at Nibbs. The mechanics of the emitter’s movements really didn’t make any noise, but their operating system has what its brochure describes as an ‘attention getting mode’ where prerecorded sound is piped in with the proper acoustics to draw everyone’s attention to the nasty looking things on the wall that are now prepared to end their existence. ”You’ve fulfilled your part of our contract by bringing the ship here and downloading your journals and papers.  I’ve transferred payment into your account and now your services are no longer required. You can use the teleport to leave.” Zan pointed to the teleport chamber at the end of the room. “Now.” 
 
    “Well, well, well,” said Nibbs, unfazed by the prospect of potential annihilation. “Looks like you finally grew a pair.” Nibbs cocked her head slightly to one side and smiled, “How does it feel?”  
 
    “Strange,” said Zan as she sat down with a confused look on her face. “It feels very strange.” Knowing glances were exchanged between Simon, Lyn, Jon and Gilbert. 
 
    “Call your guards and have them take these three to the holding cells you have hidden away in the sub-levels,” ordered Nibbs, “or it will get a lot stranger.” Nibbs smiled as Zan did as requested. 
 
    “What do you have planned?” asked Lyn. “And why did you come here? Surely not just to collect payment?” 
 
    “Sorry,” said Nibbs, “though I was a bit chatty before, I have seen enough movies to know better than give my entire plan away.” 
 
    “But you’re about to lock us up,” said Gilbert. “It’s customary.” 
 
    “Sorry to disappoint you,” said Nibbs, “but I think I’ll just keep things to myself for now.” Nibbs’ eyes widened a bit as she smiled and said, “Though I am excited about visiting Earth. Sounds like just the right place for my first stop after I install an emitter array large enough to shower an entire planet. And Earth isn’t even on the grid yet so no one will be paying any attention to whatever I do there.” Nibbs shrugged and smiled. “Well, I guess I did tell you my plans. I don’t know why, but I just couldn’t help myself. Suddenly, I understand the ending of so many movies.”  
 
    “I don’t think you know what your next step is,” said Jon. “I think you did come here for payment, though I’m sure whatever information you gave them was rubbish and we all know now that you’re not leaving your ship here. I think you realized that whatever it is you decide to do next, it will be good to have cash on hand if you need it.” 
 
    “Think whatever you like," said Nibbs, "but reside yourselves to the fact that I’m leaving and you’re staying. Right after Zan’s people install a new emitter array onto my ship, that is.” The board room doors opened. “Ah, your escorts have arrived,” said Nibbs with a smile on her face, but her smile soon changed to a confused look as dinner carts were rolled into the room. “What’s this?” said Nibbs to Zan in an angry tone. “Do you really want to challenge me?” The still perplexed look on Zan’s face gave Nibbs cause to spin around and confront Jon. “You’re doing this,” she said, accusingly. 
 
    “Little bit,” agreed Jon, smiling and nodding. 
 
    “And I’m doing the rest,” an image of Ellie appeared a few seats away courtesy of the boardroom’s projection system and Jon’s multipurpose device. “Speaking of movies, check out this clip for a video I’m putting together.” Additional boardroom projectors became active and an image of the Falcon and Nibbs’ ship was displayed across the table. The Falcon’s cannons began firing on Nibbs’ ship with their output pinpointed on her ship’s emitter array. Nibbs’ shields came up automatically, but the energy being absorbed and deflected by the ship’s shield was more than enough to overflow the emitter array and shut down the stream of magic dust flowing down onto the planet. 
 
    Jon was the first to react, but he was almost instantly followed by Lyn as they both drew their stunners and took aim at Nibbs. Unfortunately, Nibbs was faster still and straps once again magically appeared out of thin air and confined everyone, including the wait staff, and gagging all as well, providing Nibbs a moment of silence to think about her next move. The sound of footsteps running down the corridor and quickly approaching the room helped her make the hasty decision of stepping onto the teleport platform and disappearing without a word. The image of the two ships still displayed across the boardroom table now showed Nibbs’ ship powering engines and moving off at a very high rate of speed, but not without first returning fire on the Falcon before it disappeared from view. 
 
    The guards cautiously entered the room with weapons drawn and surveyed the strange scene. The image of Ellie still sat at the table, unaffected by Nibbs’ straps and gags, simply pointed towards Zan and said, “You probably want to free your boss first.” 
 
    The guards removed the straps from around Zan, who then directed them to free everyone else, starting with the servers. As soon as the first server was freed, Zan pointed to the glass directly in front of her. The server removed a bottle from the bar cart and quickly filled Zan’s glass, which was immediately emptied. 
 
    “Can someone please tell me just what the hell is going on here,” said Zan, motioning for a refill. 
 
    “What did Nibbs tell you she was working on?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Nibbs had developed drones that could travel into the fringe area of the universe,” said Zan. “They brought back data that showed high levels of rare elements, like Nuridium. She and Jac were on an exploratory study to see what else was out there and if it could be collected and brought back to normal space.” 
 
     “We learned from Jac that the drones brought back samples of the fringe environment,” said Lyn. “It took some time, but they discovered they could use it to control matter in our space-time. All they needed was funding for a ship and equipment.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not what I signed her up for,” said Zan. “Her contract’s SOW was for the development of weapons grade materials.” 
 
    “She falsified her findings,” said Gilbert. “There’s nothing out there in any type of form we understand, let alone known elements.”  
 
     “I take it Nibbs didn’t tell you about her newly acquired magical powers,” said Jon as he surveyed the food and drink being laid out on the table. 
 
    “No, she didn’t,” said Zan. Zan quickly accessed Nibbs’ project report from a console embedded in the conference room table and was reviewing the details. “Though I do see that I authorized payment on her contract with a hefty bonus.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” added Gilbert, “she can also take control of your body and have it do things you normally wouldn’t want it to. She probably took control of you after you were already logged in and then added the bonus. There’s probably an array installation for her ship in there as well.” 
 
    “And you’re going after her?” asked Zan. 
 
    “Yes,” replied Lyn. 
 
    “After a light snack,” added Jon as he motioned to the waiter to begin serving. 
 
    “Why?” countered Zan. “She’s obviously very unstable and very dangerous.” 
 
    “Let’s just say we have a vested interest,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “Well, so do I,” said Zan as she stood up and lifted her skirt, displaying the pair she had recently grown, as well as the third member of the group. “Whatever you do, try not to destroy her ship or whatever it is that gives her that power until you figure out how to undo this.” Zan shook her head as she looked at her semitransparent reflection in the glass window. “My husband’s open-minded, but this might be more than he can handle.” 
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    Nibbs’ parting shots had done enough damage to the Falcon’s shield generator to require them to accept Zan’s help with repairs and provided Nibbs with a head start. Repairs had been quickly completed and their sensor information showed Nibbs heading off in the general direction of LS7. Once the repairs were completed, Gilbert and crew followed her vector as they discussed recent events and tried to determine what their next steps should be.  
 
    “So how was Nibbs able to continue her magic act after we took out her emitter and shut down her flow of pixie dust?” asked Lyn.  
 
    “Her ship was far enough away,” explained Gilbert, “so there was probably a few seconds of delay between the time her emitter went off-line and the last of the dust hit us. Just long enough for her to do one last trick.” 
 
    “Lucky us,” said Lyn with a sarcastic tone. “And unlucky for Zan.” 
 
    “I know,” said Ellie. “Why do you think Nibbs gave her such a small dingle?” 
 
    “It looked alright to me,” said Simon. 
 
    “And me,” said Jon. 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” said Ellie, shrugging her shoulders and suppressing a smile. “I just have Robin and Jac to go by as comparisons.” 
 
    “Lucky Ellie,” said Lyn. 
 
    “Looks like you have a tough act to follow,” said Simon quietly to Gilbert. 
 
    Instead of taking the bait, Gilbert chose to pursue the task at hand. “Any luck getting in touch with Nash?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” said Jon. “Nibbs has already contacted him and told him she’s on her way.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s really where she’s heading?” asked Lyn. “This could be some type of misdirection.” 
 
    “It doesn’t seem so,” said Jon. “Her ship is wide open, surveillance-wise. We’re tracking her and Nash is tracking her. She’s heading straight for LS7 and it seems she wants us all to know it.” 
 
    “How did Nash accept that news?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “With the usual amount of resignation when one is stuck sorting out family issues,” said Jon somewhat thoughtfully as he has been on both sides of that fence. “Most of his staff has evacuated the station and only his command crew is remaining.” 
 
    “Who would be crazy enough to stay behind?” asked Lyn. “I didn’t get the impression that Nash instills that high of a degree of loyalty into his personnel.” 
 
    “Knowing Nash,” continued Jon, “I’m sure it’s a bonus option built into their salary structure.” 
 
    “You don’t really think Nibbs would harm her own brother, do you?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” said Jon, “but, as Zan said, she is unstable. There’s just no telling what she might do next.” 
 
    “And she doesn’t have to harm Nash,” added Lyn. “She could threaten his crew.” 
 
    “Or run a few of them into a wall,” added Simon. 
 
    Gilbert nodded a tight lipped nod and said, “I’m holding course for LS7. This goes way beyond what any of you signed on for. It’s more than dangerous, it’s weird beyond belief and I understand if any of you want to teleport off before we get there.” 
 
    “Ooowee,” said Ellie. “I love it when you play the strong, gallant captain. Permission to come aboard, sir.” 
 
    “I’m not kidding,” said Gilbert and, though you wouldn’t think it possible, his lips actually tightened even more. 
 
    “Neither am I,” said Ellie as she moved to Gilbert’s side. “Though I was kidding about Robin and Jac.” 
 
    “Really?” said Gilbert. 
 
    “Well, just Robin,” said Ellie as she turned towards Simon and Jon. “And you can’t blame Jac. Go ahead, try to convince me that if you had magical powers and could change anything just by thinking, that wouldn’t be the first thing you would do.” 
 
    “That reminds me of a joke,” said Simon. “A guy sits down at a bar, opens a case, takes out a miniature piano and sets it on the bar and then takes out a tiny little man that proceeds to sit at the piano and play Mozart. The bartender comes over and asks where he got such a thing. The man replied that he rubbed a magic lamp and a genie appeared, but the genie misheard his wish and he ended up with a twelve inch pianist.” 
 
    “My point exactly,” nodded Ellie. 
 
    “Pianist size aside,” said Lyn as she put her arm in Simon’s and spoke for both of them. “Of course we’re going with you.” 
 
    “Well, I’m leaving,” said Jon as he stood up from the communication console. “The bridge, that is. Come on, you bunch of do-gooders, let’s go get smashed one more time and figure out how we’re going to survive this with our naughty bits intact.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You realize that this is probably a trap,” said Jon as he poured a round of drinks. 
 
     “It’s a trap!” shouted Gilbert and Simon as they stood up and raised their glasses in a toast. The gang had retired to the galley and were situated around the galley table. 
 
    “Yes,” nodded Jon, “it probably is. I don’t think we did much damage to her ship, just a large enough energy surge through her shields to shutdown the emitter. Her quick departure was probably more out of concern that Fobos security had monitored the exchange of weapons fire and was sending ships to investigate.” 
 
     “What do you think her repair time will be?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Minimal,” said Jon. “And it will probably be done while she’s in transit to LS7.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Gilbert. “She’s got a head start, but we know what her play will be. She’s got conventional weapons and magic dust. The magic dust is useless unless it’s being sprayed on us and she’s in our direct vicinity to control it. She’ll probably have her emitter locked on Nash’s station while she’s there so I don’t think we need to worry about her turning it on us. She does seem to have us out gunned. The few shots she hit us with were strong enough to overload our shields.” 
 
    “We’ve repaired that,” said Jon, “with some very high quality replacement parts from Zan’s inventory, but the underlying defense system is still a weak spot. With these new parts installed we can take more than a couple shots, but we’ll still end up in second place if we get into an all out shooting match with her.” 
 
    “Alright,” said Gilbert, “we just need to plan around that.” 
 
    “How much time will it take to get there?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “Long enough for us to plan things out and then sleep it off,” replied Lyn. 
 
    “Excellent,” said Ellie as she took out the blender. “There are a couple things I’ve been looking forward to trying with my new body.” 
 
    “Blender drinks being one of them?” asked Gilbert suspiciously. 
 
    “Yes,” said Ellie. “With Pina Coladas on the top of the list, followed by getting caught in the rain.” Ellie reached out and put her hand on Gilbert’s. “Want to guess what else I have on my mind?” 
 
    “Are you sure this is the right time and place?” asked Gilbert, standing to face Ellie. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to ask that?” answered Ellie. 
 
    “Are you sure this is what you want?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “Are you sure you want me to think it over?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “We’re not in your way here, are we?” asked Simon. 
 
    Ellie gave Simon a sideways glance, complete with a venomous eye squint, and then returned her attention to Gilbert. “Why are you being such a jerk?” she asked. 
 
    “Usual reasons,” shrugged Gilbert. “We all know I’m relationship challenged.” Jon, Simon and Lyn nodded in agreement. “And you’re new at, well, everything since you just recently developed consciousness and even more recently became human. I just want you to be sure this is what you want.” 
 
    “Gilbert, my friend,” said Jon as he stood. He extended his arm and placed his hand on Gilbert’s shoulder. “As you know, I’ve been studying your culture and its arts. Let me take this opportunity to repeat some very meaningful words from one of your latter-day poets.” Jon’s face took on a serious expression as he spoke, “Any love is good loving, so you should take what you can get.” 
 
    “You’ve been studying Earth culture for months,” laughed Simon. “Shelley, Rossetti, Browning and the best quote on the subject of love you can come up with is from an old BTO song?” 
 
    Music filled the room as You’re the Best Thing by The Style Council played. 
 
    “I like this as well,” said Jon. 
 
    “This is what I want,” said Ellie in a quiet voice as she moved closer to Gilbert. “This is what I’ve always wanted and I want it more now than ever.” Ellie put her arms around Gilbert’s neck and delivered what she hoped to be her best kiss. When the kiss was done she turned her head to the side and said, “Everybody get that?” Ellie smiled in response to the nodding heads and hand clapping. 
 
    “About time you two straightened all that out,” said Jon. “Now, we do seem to have a few other issues to deal with so could we turn our attention to the more pressing matters?” 
 
    “I’m way ahead of you,” said Lyn as she began scooping ice into the blender. She turned her head towards Gilbert and said, “We want bigger bedrooms.” 
 
    “With big bathtubs,” added Jon, nodding his head in agreement. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Falcon’s sleeping quarters contained a nightstand, closet and bed and it was here where Ellie awoke the next morning to find herself alone with Gilbert who was stretched out beside and somewhat on top of her. 
 
    Ellie tried to remember exactly what went on last night as she glanced down and over towards Gilbert and then around the room. From what she could see, there were half empty glasses on the nightstand indicating that the drinking had ended shortly after they arrived. It took a second or so, but she began to remember just what went on when she and Gilbert were alone. Her lack of clothes helped jog her memory. 
 
    “Figure it out yet?” Gilbert asked as he began to sit up and stretch. 
 
    “I think so,” smiled Ellie. “This time we did more than just get cozy and fall asleep.” 
 
    “That we did,” confirmed Gilbert as he returned the smile. “So it was finally the right time and place?” 
 
    “It was definitely the right time,” said Ellie. “And this was the only place.” 
 
    “Well, this mission is almost over,” said Gilbert, “and I think we all deserve a nice long vacation.” 
 
    “Mmm,” nuzzled Ellie, “Somewhere on a warm beach and lots of sun with waiters in suit coats ready to bring us rum drinks and barbecued ribs.” 
 
    “Barbecued ribs?” inquired Gilbert. 
 
    “Is there something wrong with me liking barbecued ribs?” 
 
    “Not one thing,” replied Gilbert as he kissed Ellie. The boy was starting to learn. 
 
    They didn’t get very far along when they were interrupted by Jon’s voice filling the cabin, “Are you lovebirds decent? It’s time to come out and play with your friends.” 
 
    Gilbert glanced at the clock, “What are we, about an hour out of LS7?”  
 
    Let’s pause here for a short note on just how certain things work aboard ship. Things like clocks and video screens are all paper thin projections that are personally configured by the user for a room in much the same way that information panes or tiles can be customized and configured on an Earth-contemporary PC or cell phone, except here the page layout overlaps the walls or ceilings or floors depending on the current room theme being used and the user’s mode. Certain physical things like closets and dressers are needed since folks have real clothes and such, but the clutter on top is dramatically reduced since things like lamps and alarm clocks are now replaced by real life CGI. 
 
    “Just about,” confirmed Jon. 
 
    “Okay,” said Gilbert, “we’ll grab a quick shower and meet you in the galley in a few min – make it a half hour.” Ellie smiled as she relaxed her grip. 
 
    “No worries,” said Jon. “We’ll save you some breakfast.” 
 
    It was actually closer to forty minutes later when Gilbert and Ellie entered the galley. 
 
    “Glad you could make it,” said Simon. 
 
    “We tried to save time by showering together,” said Ellie, “but somehow it took twice as long.” 
 
    “Einstein tried to explain that once,” said Simon. “How that time could be experienced at a slower rate dependent on the amount of clothes discarded and fluid applied.” 
 
    “Really?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “No,” replied Simon, followed by “ouch” as Lyn punched his arm. 
 
    Gilbert poured some coffee for Ellie and himself and joined Lyn, Simon and Jon at the table. Gilbert glanced at a large flow chart taking up one entire galley wall. This was the outcome of last night’s strategy session and it outlined a number of possible courses of action dependent on various events and responses encountered earlier in the flow. Some were circled in black as the final information box would contain some combination of the words ‘death’ or ‘destruction.’ Others were circled in yellow as they contained the words ‘donkey’ or ‘jumbled genitals.’ Gilbert frowned as he searched for a path circled in green. 
 
    “How are we feeling about our plan?” asked Gilbert. “Are we ready to engage Nibbs?” 
 
    As if on cue, and before anyone could respond, the voice of the ship’s computer came on. “Incoming transmission from LS7,” it said. 
 
    “Take down the board,” said Gilbert as he pointed to the flow chart displayed on the wall, “and put the call through.” 
 
    “Hello again,” said Nibbs as an image of both her and Nash appeared sitting at the galley table. 
 
    “Hello, Nibbs,” replied Gilbert. Gilbert nodded towards Nash and said, “How are you doing, Nash?” 
 
    “I’m okay,” said Nash as he nodded back. “How are you guys?” he asked. 
 
    “We’re okay,” replied Gilbert. 
 
    “Great,” said Nibbs. “Everyone’s okay, glad we got that out of the way.” Nibbs closed her eyes and shook her head, “So if everyone’s okay, why are you chasing after me?” she asked. “You were hired to bring me to my brother. Well, here I am with my brother, and, as we now know, everyone’s okay, so your job’s done. You can all just keep going right past us.” 
 
    “Nash asked us to stop by,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “If you approach this station,” said Nibbs, “I will fire on your ship until it explodes.” 
 
    “We will return fire,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “You will lose that contest,” said Nibbs. “And there will be no hesitation on my side. I can’t allow you to damage my ship. I’ve already instructed my ship to begin firing on you as soon as you’re in range.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that,” said Gilbert. “And I don’t think you’ll kill us. There’s still good in you.” 
 
    “I haven’t had anything good in me for quite a while now,” said Nibbs, “and I’m beginning to feel a bit cranky so pay attention to what I’m saying. If you enter this area my ship will destroy you and I’ll be watching it all here with Nash, safe and sound, unaffected by any lucky shot you might score on my ship. Too bad you’ll be in harm’s way.” 
 
    “Then sit back and enjoy the show,” said Gilbert as he ended his transmission. He turned and simply said, “Battle stations.” Gilbert’s gaze was met with somber expressions as the others filed out of the galley and made their way to the Falcon’s bridge. 
 
    “Can you sense the goodness in her?” asked Simon as he passed Gilbert. “Because I sure as hell can’t.” 
 
    Now the Falcon has been described as roughly the size of a four bedroom house with a finished basement and an attached garage and, taking that analogy one step further, the bridge was about the size of the typical family den. The ship could, of course, be commanded from any room since virtual command stations can be generated as needed, but the bridge provided dedicated, physical instrumentation hardwired directly to the control systems, providing old-school hardware redundancy in case the virtual projection system goes offline during battle. 
 
    Each of the side walls of the bridge had multiple L-shaped control stations where one part of the L-shape was against the wall and the other part extended about four feet into the center of the room. Each station had a swivel chair anchored to the floor and faced a large view screen that almost, but not quite, took up the entire front wall. Originally, there was a raised command chair centered behind the individual stations, but Gilbert had it removed and a sofa installed, giving the room a combination command center/home theater feel to it. 
 
    They entered the bridge and Lyn took her seat at helm control, Jon manned the weapons console and Simon had the telemetry station while Gilbert and Ellie sat down on the couch. 
 
    “Coming up on LS7,” said Lyn as she took manual control. “And bringing our speed down to sub-light. We’ll be within Nibbs’ firing range in two minutes.” 
 
    “Shields up,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “What do you think,” said Jon, “was the first button I pressed when I sat down in front of this console? Of course, it was the button that was going to keep us alive the longest.” 
 
    “Nibbs’ ship is 500 clicks off of LS7,” said Simon. The ship’s location was highlighted on the room’s view screen.  
 
    “Lock weapons to target,” continued Gilbert, unfazed. 
 
    “Second button I pressed…” mumbled Jon. 
 
    “Coming within Nibbs’ weapons range,” said Lyn. 
 
    “Evasive maneuvers,” said Gilbert, “and keep our distance.” 
 
    “You think?” mumbled Lyn, glancing at Jon who just smiled in return as he shook his head. 
 
    The Falcon shook as energy blasts from Nibbs’ ship found their target. 
 
    “How are we doing, Simon,” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “The new shield emitters are holding,” said Simon. “Nibbs’ ship is now under power and coming after us. She’s trying to close the gap so she can get more shots on target.” 
 
    “Good,” replied Gilbert. “Return fire as soon as she’s within range.” 
 
    “Doing that now,” said Jon as he stared intently at his instruments and display. “No effect.” 
 
    “That’s because all her power is being applied to her front shields,” said Simon. “She’s closing in and bringing her cannons to bear.” 
 
    “What’s our position?” asked Gilbert as he sat up on the edge of his cushion. 
 
    “Not quite there,” replied Lyn. 
 
    “We’re taking more fire,” said Simon, as the ship began to shake. “The shields can’t take much more of this,” continued Simon with a bit of a Scottish brogue figuring if it’s his time to go, he’s going to go having as much fun as the situation will allow. 
 
    “Coming up to our mark,” said Lyn. “Now.” 
 
    Gilbert operated a control panel embedded in the sofa’s arm and opened a communication’s channel. 
 
    “You’re all clear, Holt,” said Gilbert. 
 
     “Now let’s blast this thing so we can go home,” added Simon to Lyn. Simon extended his arm behind his back and received a low five from Gilbert upon the perfect execution of their privately rehearsed lines. 
 
    The Enterprise emerged from behind a rather large asteroid and fired multiple energy blast directly to the aft section of Nibbs’ ship, taking out its engines and power generators. At the same time, the Falcon turned all of its fire power on to Nibbs’ ship. Nibbs’ ship’s computer tried in vain to redistribute its shields to cover its rear section, but enough damage was done to its engines and field generators and it was only a matter of minutes before the shields gave way completely. 
 
    Now at some point during the previous night’s strategy session, they had discovered that Holt was nearby and could, with the help of Nash’s localized surveillance equipment, position and hide the Enterprise from Nibbs’ detection. They mapped out a trajectory for the Falcon that would bring them into the LS7 area and then allow the Falcon to veer off towards the concealed Enterprise. This was the only branch of their flowchart that they felt had any chance of success and they optimistically colored it electric lime.  
 
    They had also discussed just how far they would take things if they got the upper hand. They were all in agreement that Nibbs’ ship must be destroyed, the only topic that warranted discussion was what to do if Nibbs was on board and the final decision was that certain concessions would be offered since she was the sister of their good friend. Fortunately, they didn’t have to go down that branch of the flowchart today. 
 
    “Her shield generators are almost gone,” said Simon as he monitored the exchange of fire. 
 
    “Do you hear that, Holt?” asked Gilbert as he looked towards Lyn. She nodded back at him. “Let’s move the Enterprise and Falcon out of range before that ship blows.” 
 
    “Incoming transmission from LS7,” said the Falcon’s computer. 
 
    “Let them eat static,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “There she goes,” said Simon. They all looked at the view screen as Nibbs’ ship began glowing yellow and then exploded quite nicely as the combustion of the pixie dust added a multicolor sparkling effect to the scene. 
 
    “I hope Zan and her husband have come to terms with her new equipment,” said Ellie. “Because it doesn’t look like she’ll be going back to her original gear.” 
 
    “Incoming transmission from LS7,” said the Falcon’s computer. 
 
    “Pipe it in,” said Gilbert. Nibbs and Nash were once again sitting in the room with them. 
 
    “Do you realize what you’ve done?” asked Nibbs as her image stood up and pounded her fist on their table. 
 
    “I think we do,” said Gilbert as he looked around his side of the table and met nodding faces. 
 
    “You are the most meddlesome group of people I’ve ever met,” said Nibbs. “And I think it’s time I gave you a taste of your own medicine.” The view from the LS7 conference room expanded and Jac came into view. He had a weapon in his hand and, as what was becoming his usual pose, it was pointed at Nash. “Thanks to the information Nash had on you in his files, not only do I know where Earth is, but I have your teleport codes as well. I think we’ll pop over and have a visit, maybe see how Jenny’s getting along these days.” The image from LS7 dissolved away. 
 
    “Open a line to the DEA headquarters,” Gilbert immediately turned and said to Simon. 
 
    “Can’t,” came Simon’s reply. “Nibbs has taken control of LS7’s surveillance equipment and it has us blocked from transmitting outside this immediate location.” 
 
    “Any thoughts on what our next move should be?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Simon. “Usually, once the villain accused the Mystery Gang of being meddlesome, the show was over.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Jon, nodding. “No idea what he’s talking about, but we should either dock with LS7, set a course for Earth or pick a nice planet and go on an extended holiday.” 
 
    “Incoming transmission from LS7,” said the ship’s computer. 
 
    “Put it up,” said Gilbert and in an instant Nash’s image was sitting at their table. 
 
    “What’s going on,” said Lyn. “Why are you blocking our transmission to Earth?” 
 
    “Nibbs got into my control system,” said Nash. “Before you destroyed her ship, she was able to infiltrate my station, coerce my crew into providing her access into my main systems and free Jac from house arrest.” 
 
    “What did she do to your crew?” asked Lyn, remembering the content of the video file Nibbs had sent them and the threat of running people headfirst into walls. “Is everyone okay?” 
 
    “Physically, they’re fine,” said Nash. “Everyone’s back to normal. Mentally, they’ll need a bit of time and lots of alcohol to erase the memory of having their bodies changed in very confusing and strange ways.” 
 
    “We’re heading off to Earth,” said Gilbert. “We need to finish this.” 
 
    “You don’t need to do that,” said Nash. “Nibbs no longer has a ship, superhuman powers or the ability to travel to the edge. She’s no longer a threat, it is finished.” 
 
    “We both know that with the right backing she could recreate her work in less than a year,” said Jon. 
 
    “Not so,” said Nash. “A critical piece of the space-time field generator was developed here, by my team, and I’ve always held the secret to that piece of the puzzle and never shared it with her or Jac.” Nash looked across the disbelieving faces. “It’s true that Nibbs developed the fundamental math behind it, but that’s a far cry from building working models. Why do you think she kept coming here? She needed that information to be self-reliant.” 
 
    “Then why did she leave?” asked Lyn. “She had you at gunpoint, your crew as hostages and she could use that to keep us at bay until she got what she wanted.” 
 
     “I’m a businessman,” began Nash, “and I know a weak ROI when I see one. This is an all or nothing scheme and, as I repeatedly explained to Nibbs while you were on your way here, the results of this project has no commercial value. It was a hard decision to make, but I had all the critical bits of information erased from my mind, my employees’ minds, as well as this facility’s storage systems when she left here for Fobos. Nibbs verified all of this before you arrived.” 
 
    “Then why is she still pursuing this?” asked Gilbert. “Why is she going to Earth and threatening my mother?” 
 
    “She’s pissed,” said Nash. 
 
    “I can understand that,” said Lyn as Ellie nodded in agreement. 
 
    “I don’t think she’s going to do any harm on Earth,” said Nash. “I think she just wants to screw with you guys as a form of payback for all the trouble you caused her. Plus, I think there was something about Earth that intrigued her.” 
 
    “What did she say that gave you that impression?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “She said ‘Something about that world intrigues me,’ said Nash. 
 
    “Alright,” said Gilbert. “I’m heading to Earth.” 
 
    “I’m going with you,” said Ellie. 
 
    “We’re in,” said Lyn for both her and Simon. 
 
    “Oh, what the hell,” said Jon. “You’ve got some nice beaches there so it’s as good a place as any to unwind.” 
 
    “You’ll have to take your ship,” said Nash as he looked up from a control panel. “The teleports are off-line at the other end.” 
 
    “Alright,” said Gilbert with a sigh. “Let’s go check on my mom.” 
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    “RRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR,” echoed throughout the corridors that interconnected the Falcon’s living quarters with its control stations. It was not an unfamiliar sound and, as such, it drew Gilbert towards its source. Gilbert entered the galley just as Simon and Lyn turned off the blender. 
 
    “I’m not in the party mood,” said Gilbert.  
 
    “Come on,” said Simon. “A few drinks, a little bit of private time,” he winked at Lyn, “then a nice snooze and before you know it we’re on Earth having coffee with your mom.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Gil,” added Lyn in a reassuring tone. “I’m sure everything’s okay with your parents.” 
 
    Gilbert, along with Ellie, Lyn, Simon and Jon were on board the Falcon and on their way to Earth. Not seeing any further need of the Enterprise, Gilbert had sent Holt on to finish the freight run they had interrupted when they had requested his help. 
 
    Once outside of LS7’s surveillance blanket, Simon was able to use the Falcon’s communication system to contact the DEA headquarters on Earth and verify that Nibbs and Jac did, in fact, come through the teleport station there. By reviewing Nash's system logs, Simon discovered that Nibbs was able to remotely access the Earth teleport using an authorization code she had found while perusing through Nash’s files. Once there, they stunned the on-duty staff, hacked into the teleport’s OS and shut it down. Hacking into the teleport was not a difficult task as the teleport was running a terrestrial OS that offered little or no hindrance to the comparatively mega-advanced bit of technology that Nibbs carried with her, encapsulated in a hand-size, multifunction, weapon device. Comparatively speaking, this is a downgraded, commercial version of the military device Jon carried, but still more than adequate to gain control of almost any Earth-level technology. Of course, as well as hacking into the teleport system, Nibbs hacked into the DEA’s security system as well so all alarms and warning systems were silenced. 
 
    And, as any thorough scientist would, Nibbs spent an extra few minutes scanning the station for any other artifacts it may contain that she might find useful and it didn’t take long for her to locate one of the Enterprise’s escape pods that Gilbert had left behind so the DEA technical staff could get some hands on experience with its energy and transport systems. Nibbs had left all the video surveillance systems functional so that Simon and Gilbert would get a clear picture of her and Jac waving goodbye as they powered-up the pod and left the facility.  
 
    On the plus side, the DEA’s Agent Black was able to contact Mrs. Wilson on the phone and then follow up by sending a few agents out to her house to keep an eye on things until Nibbs and Jac were apprehended. The agents were in constant contact and everything seemed normal. 
 
    “Nothing new from Earth,” said Ellie as she entered the room, followed by Jon. “I just ended a call with Agent Black and everything’s fine out at casa Jenson.” 
 
    “How is Agent Black?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Nervous,” replied Ellie. 
 
    “Nervous?” questioned Gilbert.  “Why is he nervous?” 
 
    “Because I explained what would happen to him if anything happened to your mom,” said Ellie. 
 
    “Do they have any idea where Nibbs is?” asked Lyn. 
 
    “Nope,” said Ellie. “She could be anywhere on the planet by now.” 
 
    “Well, at least they don’t have any identification or credit cards,” said Simon. “Though I suppose they have the technical ability to hack in and get cash out of any ATM.” 
 
    “Good point,” said Lyn. “We should have Agent Black check for any suspicious ATM robberies.” 
 
    “You can,” said Jon, “but I don’t think Nibbs would be that sloppy. It’s easy enough to hack into one of your financial institutions and set up an account, then connect into an ATM and make a withdrawal, no card needed and it wouldn’t trip any alarms. That’s the way I’d do it.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean that’s the way you did it?” asked Simon. 
 
    “It only took a couple minutes,” nodded Jon, reminiscing about his first trip to Earth, as Lyn passed him a drink. He took a sip and then looked back and forth between Lyn and Simon and Ellie and Gilbert. “Don’t worry, nobody will miss the money I appropriated. I just took a few pennies out of a few hundred million accounts.”  
 
    “So you have a bank account kicking around with a couple million in it?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Yes,” said Jon, “so dinner’s on me.”  
 
    “Oh, you’re paying for more than dinner,” said Lyn, before getting back on task. “We’ll be able to track the pod they took, won’t we?” 
 
    “As long as it’s still functional,” nodded Jon, “but Nibbs could power it down or destroy it and that would make it hard to locate.” 
 
    “Yes,” agreed Gilbert. “Destroying something usually makes it hard to find.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” said Jon, sipping his drink and waving his hand. 
 
    “Okay,” said Gilbert. “One more round, then we sleep it off while the nav system completes our approach to Earth.” 
 
    “Sleep?” questioned Ellie, as she played with the buttons on Gilbert’s shirt. 
 
    “I’m not tired at all,” said Lyn, shaking her head and running her hands down Simon’s chest. 
 
    Jon rolled his eyes, finished his drink in one gulp, took the blender and left the galley heading for the furthest point from the ship’s sleeping quarters that offered a comfortable seat and a noise-cancelling headset. So it went. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Okay campers, it’s time to rise and shine,” Jon’s voice reverberated throughout the sleeping quarters of the ship. “Coffee’s hot, the grub’s cooking and I’ve already located the pod.” 
 
    So it was a short time later that found everyone finished with breakfast and the Falcon in stealth mode, making a predawn landing in a remote Californian location where they were being met by Agents Black and White. 
 
    “Have your agents located Nibbs and Jac?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “We believe so,” replied Agent White. “We located the pod in a wooded area that matched the coordinates you provided, identified a taxi that picked up a man and a woman in the area and brought them to an ATM, where a large sum of money was withdrawn before continuing to an address just north of Ventura. We’ve identified a couple renting a townhouse at that address whose appearance matches that of the video we have of your two friends’ arrival. We’ve been keeping them under surveillance, but they haven’t been doing much, just hanging out at the beach.” 
 
    “They’re not our friends,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “That’s being a bit harsh, don’t you think?” asked Jon. “After all she’s done, I still do consider Nibbs my friend. She was just a tad overcome by greed and power and wasn’t herself. Besides,” added Jon to Gilbert and Ellie, “you two got pretty friendly with them yourselves.” 
 
    “Well, they’re certainly not my friends,” said Lyn. “Do you have Seal Team 6 snipers on them?” 
 
    “No,” said Agent Black. 
 
    “Local SWAT team surrounding the area?” questioned Lyn. 
 
    “No,” said Agent White. 
 
    “Stealth drones monitoring their position?” asked Lyn as she squinted towards the sky. 
 
    “We have agents keeping them under watch and chase cars and boats set up in case they move,” said Agent Black. 
 
    “So what’s the plan,” asked Lyn. “You’re going to apprehend them, aren’t you? They broke into a government facility, incapacitated your people and stole a spaceship.” 
 
    Agent Black shrugged, “You guys did practically the same thing when we first met and we’re friends now.” 
 
    “Counting those chickens early, aren’t you,” said Ellie. 
 
    “All we’re saying is that we’d rather extend the hand of friendship first,” said Agent White. “We can always kill them later.” 
 
    “Alright,” nodded Lyn, “as long as you’re thinking ahead.” 
 
     Agent White smiled and pointed towards the waiting van. “We’ll be at the beach by lunch time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jac sat on the beach and watched the surf break. He glanced at Nibbs, but she was still deep in meditation, her body folded into something very similar to the lotus position, which, curiously enough, also approximated one’s body position when driving an Elise.  
 
    Jac sat in a beach chair and leafed through a magazine he had bought earlier that morning as he and Nibbs had walked along the street, stopping in various stores and purchasing all the niceties they needed for a successful day at the beach.   
 
    Unlike Nibbs, Jac’s tastes didn’t tend towards the spiritual and instead of meditating alongside her, he studied pictures of cars and motorcycles with young women draped across them wondering just how fast they went. And, every once in awhile, he’d wonder about the cars and bikes as well. 
 
    Of course, it was almost impossible not to notice the agents watching them and Jac soon realized that was their intent, to let them know that they were being watched, so the situation took on a somewhat controlled air. 
 
    Jac put the magazine down as he noticed the familiar group approaching. He stood as they neared.  
 
    “Hello,” he said and he helped them set up their beach chairs in a semicircle so they could all enjoy the ocean view while they talked. The cooler was opened and cold beers were handed out. Nibbs’ eyes popped open and her back arched as she responded to a cold beer pressed up against her shoulder. 
 
    “Snap out of it, Nibbs,” said Jac. “We have company.” 
 
    “Hello,” said Nibbs as she accepted the beer. “I hope you will join us for lunch?” 
 
    “Really?” said Lyn. “After everything you put us through, you expect us to sit here all nice and cozy and eat lunch with you?” 
 
    “You did try to kill us,” reminded Simon. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Ellie. “You’re the bad guys. You’re not supposed to be hospitable.” 
 
    “I know we’ve had our differences,” shrugged Jac, “but that’s no excuse for poor manners.” 
 
    “How are you enjoying Earth?” asked Jon, trying to lighten the mood. “Have you been seeing the sites?” 
 
    “Nibbs has been a bit under the weather,” explained Jac, “so we’ve only been out a few times. We have been getting a sense of your culture from your television shows.” 
 
    “Please don’t judge us by our housewives,” pleaded Lyn. 
 
    Gilbert exchanged glances with Jon as he noticed Nibbs’ somewhat diminished physique. “Is everything alright?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” said Nibbs. “It seems I was more reliant on living on edge radiation than I expected.” Nibbs chuckled. “I guess I didn’t do as good of a job engineering my enhanced bio-systems as I thought I did. Long term sustainability was always a weakness of my designs.” 
 
    “We can get you to a local hospital,” said Jon. “They might be able to help you.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that whatever is wrong with me is beyond this planet’s ability to correct,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “We could teleport you to LS7,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “I don’t think my body is stable enough to teleport,” said Nibbs shaking her head. “And I have no desire to arrive at my brother’s station only to drop dead in front of him.” 
 
    “We’ve got the Falcon in orbit,” said Simon. “We could take you back to the edge, you could live on the planetoid.” 
 
    “Not nearly enough time to get me there,” said Nibbs. “I fear the end is coming fast.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Lyn as she reached her hand out and placed it on Nibbs’ arm. 
 
    “In case anyone is interested,” said Jac. “I feel fine.” 
 
    “What were you thinking, Nibbsie?” asked Jon. “Why did you do this to yourself?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Nibbs. “I just wanted to be all-powerful and to have a planet full of people that would obey my every command. I just wanted to be able to snap my fingers and have things magically appear. Was that really too much to ask?” 
 
    “Little bit,” nodded Ellie. 
 
    “Well, it’s finished now. My time has come.” Nibbs stood and looked towards the sky. “There is no place for me here any longer.” As she spoke, Nibbs’ body began to shimmer and dissolve away, fading from view. As they watched, Nibbs completely disappeared, her clothes and jewelry falling to the ground. 
 
    “Wow,” said Lyn. “That was quite the exit.” 
 
    “So… is she dead?” asked Ellie. 
 
    “I’m not sure how else to describe it,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “She’s certainly no longer here,” said Jon as he reached out and felt the air where Nibbs recently stood. 
 
    They stood quietly for a moment, but then the silence was broken by the sound of Jac opening a fresh beer. He raised it towards the sky and said, “To Nibbs, I’m going to miss her, even though she was the craziest woman I ever met.” 
 
    “To Nibbs,” echoed Simon, Jon and Gilbert. 
 
    “To the craziest bitch we ever met,” mumbled Lyn and Ellie. 
 
    “So what was your deal,” asked Simon. “I can understand the scientific desire to explore the unknown, but when did that transform to becoming all-powerful super freaks?” 
 
    “I think that was Nibbs’ intent all along and she just used exploration as a cover to figure out how to harness the raw space-time matter.” 
 
    “Duh,” said Lyn. 
 
    “Sure,” said Jac, “it’s easy to see that now, but a year ago we were both caught up in the fever of discovering new things together as we sent drones into the fringe area of our universe and began postulating the mathematics of what lay beyond. It was the most exhilarating time in my life.  It wasn’t until we were already living on the edge that I first discovered her research into multi-verse theory and then space-time matter manipulation and that was only because I began noticing her physical changes. By that time, she was so far along in her research that it was just weeks later that we created the planetoid.” Jac took a swig of beer. “I’d like to believe that she coerced me into working with her, but the truth is I became a willing participant.” 
 
    “So what was your ultimate plan?” asked Gilbert. 
 
    “We started out looking for a near-parallel universe,” began Jac, “where we could leverage information from technologically advanced worlds, but that turned out to be a more complicated endeavor than anticipated.” 
 
    “We heard,” said Lyn. “Hopefully, you didn’t come across a universe where I was wearing plaid.” 
 
    “After that,” continued Jac, “we focused on the mashup of space-time reality found in the universe’s edge environment. You know the rest, we discovered how to collect and emit that particular type of stuff in a form of radiation that could be used to manifest matter. We enhanced our implant systems so we could control the space-time matter manipulation equipment with our thoughts. Then we started to get lonely and wanted to interact with other people…” 
 
    “More likely you discovered that neither one of you could get control over the other,” said Lyn, “so you came up with some weak-ass scheme, probably to recruit people from one of the S&M colonies and bring them back to  your little world where you both could reign supreme. And then somewhere along the way, after meeting up with us, Nibbs set her sights on Earth.” 
 
    “Something like that,” nodded Jac, taking another swig. “It’s all a bit hazy since Nash’s team erased a good deal of my memories, plus all my ancillary implant memories and any trace information on uploaded data storage, as well as removing and destroying all my implant enhancements when I was under his medical care just in case he missed anything.” Jac glanced towards the agents stationed around the beach and let out a sigh. “Any idea what their plans are?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think they care what you do,” said Ellie. “You know, you’re not looking that good yourself. You should jog down the beach for a bit, maybe get some exercise.” 
 
     “Thanks for your concern,” said Jac, “but you do realize I can see their rooftop weapons from here.” 
 
    Ellie shrugged her shoulders, “How do I know what you can see?” and then she turned and gave Lyn an ‘it was worth a try’ look. 
 
    “They wanted us to bring both you and Nibbs in,” said Gilbert. “But now I guess it’s just you.” 
 
    “Am I getting the boot?” asked Jac. “Seems like a nice world and the beer’s tasty. I wouldn’t mind hanging around for a bit. I don’t suppose you’d put a good word in for me, would you?” 
 
    “Not on your life,” said Gilbert as he took out his stunner and motioned for the agents to move in. 
 
    Jon did a quick scan of Jac and his beach belongings, removed all weapons and turned him over to the DEA agents. Agent Black nodded as he applied handcuffs to Jac’s wrists and led him away to the waiting van. 
 
    Jon then reached into his pocket, took out the wallet that he had used during his last trip to Earth and flashed one of his many black cards. “Okay, who’s up for a trip to Vegas?” Due to the speed they were traveling, it was nearly impossible to count how many times Jon’s eyebrows went up and down. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    18. 
 
      
 
    “What do you do for a living?” 
 
    “Well, sir,” said Simon, “up until a few months ago I worked at the university’s physics department, but now I work for the government.” 
 
    “Which government?” 
 
    “Our government, sir,” said Simon. “The U.S. government.” 
 
    “And what do you do for them?” 
 
    “It’s classified work, sir,” said Simon. 
 
    “And it causes you to travel a lot?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Simon. 
 
    “Without being able to tell anyone where you’re going?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so, sir,” said Simon. 
 
    “And you’re taking my daughter with you.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Simon. 
 
    “And you want my blessing?” 
 
    “That’s right, sir,” said Simon. 
 
    Meeting one’s girlfriend’s father for the first time is a difficult thing. Meeting one’s girlfriend’s father for the first time and asking for her hand in marriage is an extremely difficult thing. Meeting one’s girlfriend’s father for the first time and asking for her hand in marriage when at the chapel 30 minutes before the ceremony is insane. Meeting one’s girlfriend’s father for the first time, asking for her hand in marriage when at the chapel 30 minutes before the ceremony while mentioning that the newlyweds will be leaving for a top secret, classified destination after the honeymoon is somewhat typical for what goes on in Vegas. 
 
    “Did Lyn tell you about my gun collection?” asked Lyn’s father. 
 
    “Yes, sir, she did,” said Simon. 
 
    “Then we’re on the same page?” asked Lyn’s father. 
 
    “Yes, sir, we are,” said Simon. 
 
    “Do you carry a weapon, Simon?” asked Lyn’s father. 
 
    “As needed, sir,” said Simon. 
 
    “Welcome to the family,” said Lyn’s father. 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” said Simon. 
 
    “Are you paying for this, Simon?” asked Lyn’s father. 
 
    “In a way,” said Simon. “I can’t provide the details, but I have a friend that’s indebted to me for certain actions and he’s paying me back by hosting the wedding.” 
 
    “A rich friend that you got out of a jam?” said Lyn’s father. “And he’s footing the bill for a Bellagio wedding and a couple floors of suites? Point him out to me later. I’d like him to meet Lyn’s sister.” 
 
    “I would strongly recommend against that, sir,” said Simon. 
 
    It was on the flight from the coast to Las Vegas, while putting the first class cabin crew to the test, that Simon and Lyn let their plans to marry become public. Naturally, Jon immediately bought a round of drinks for all the passengers, as well as attempting to have a bottle of champagne delivered to the cockpit, an act that got his name added to the national no-fly list, which he immediately removed himself from. While in flight, he called ahead and booked the wedding as well as every available room at the hotel. 
 
    Simon had hoped to marry shortly after their arrival in a very small, private ceremony, but Lyn had other plans. Once the chapel and reception area were reserved, invitations went out to friends and relatives, flights were booked, and guests began arriving during the week. The pre-wedding party was continuous, though Lyn separated herself and Simon from the festivities towards the end of the week so they could sober up a bit before meeting each others’ family. Unfortunately, Lyn’s father was traveling for business and was just able to arrive in time to make semi-veiled threats of gunplay to the groom before giving the bride away. 
 
    The wedding was a fairly standard affair, apart from it being the most expensive package that the Bellagio could offer and the fact that there were a handful of people not born on Earth on the guest list. Not wanting any interruptions during the ceremony, Lyn insisted that everyone in the wedding party that had a communications implant disable them. Lyn’s intent was to ensure a non-disruptive ceremony, which it did, but, unfortunately, it also caused some excitement back in Pasadena. This suspension in service caused the Falcon’s computer to follow a certain set of instructions that both Simon and Gilbert completely forgot they coded into the ship’s programming. 
 
    You see, a short while back, Simon and Gilbert had programmed a simple biometric monitoring routine into the ship’s computer designed to check on their wellbeing every 12 hours by receiving a heartbeat tracer signal from either Simon or Gilbert’s bio-implants. Unfortunately, the ceremony occurred during that time and, as neither Simon or Gilberts’ systems were online, an alert was generated and the ship’s computer executed a somewhat covert operation, causing a local news station to later report a story about an automated forklift, displaying some type of holographic image, pleading for help as it made its way to their friend Paul’s home address. It was destroyed by the local SWAT team before reaching its destination. The online video showed a fairly shot up forklift projecting a flickering image of two males saying, “years ago you served my father beer and burgers at our family cookout, this robot contains the plans – dude, did you load the plans in?” before flickering out. Fortunately for all involved, at least five bullets penetrated the forklift’s memory module, destroying all of the data that had been stored there. 
 
    So the wedding went on without interruption, followed by one of the loudest and longest receptions in the hotel’s history. As Gilbert’s parents were in attendance, he took the opportunity to introduce them to Ellie. 
 
    “Mom, Dad,” said Gilbert. “I’d like you to meet my girlfriend Ellie.” 
 
    Jenny Wilson took a close look at Ellie. “This isn’t the same Ellie that I met before, is it?” 
 
    “No, Mom,” explained Gilbert. “That was Jon’s sister Ellie. Same name, different person.” 
 
    “Is it just me,” said Mrs. Wilson, “or have people stopped using last names?” 
 
    “Could have sworn you said you were dating a girl named Dina,” said Gilbert’s father. 
 
    “I was,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “What happened there?” his dad asked. 
 
    “It took him a bit,” said Ellie, “but he smartened up.” 
 
    “He usually does,” said Jenny Wilson. “And it’s nice to see that the amount of time it takes is decreasing.” Jenny looked Ellie over and said, “So tell me, how did you two meet?” 
 
    “It was like a fairy tale,” said Ellie. “Gilbert took me to a magical place on the edge of the universe and his love transformed me into the woman I am now.” 
 
    “My Gilbert did that?” asked Mrs. Wilson. 
 
    “Yes, he did,” confirmed Ellie. “Does that surprise you?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Mrs. Wilson, nodding her head. “It does.” 
 
    “Well, then, you can imagine how I felt,” said Ellie. 
 
    It took a bit, but Gilbert was able to pry Ellie away from his parents. He spied Simon and Lyn by the bar and he and Ellie joined them for a drink. 
 
    “So what’s the plan?” asked Gilbert. “Will you be honeymooning on Earth or did you have somewhere else in mind.” 
 
    “Jon’s offered to take us to Tahiti,” said Lyn. “Would you and Ellie like to come along?” 
 
    “We wouldn’t want to intrude,” said Ellie. 
 
     “Look at it this way,” said Simon. “You can keep an eye on Jon for us while we’re there.” 
 
    “Deal,” said Gilbert. “Where is Jon,” he asked, looking about. 
 
    “Over there,” pointed Simon. “He’s talking to your friend Carol,” he said to Lyn. 
 
    Jon had successfully tucked both himself and Carol away in a secluded alcove so they could be alone, or as alone as possible during a crowded wedding reception. 
 
    “So tell me, Jon,” said Carol when their lips parted, “where are you from?” 
 
    “Are you familiar with Connecticut?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Yes, I am!” exclaimed Carol. “I’m from Connecticut. Is that were you’re from?” 
 
    “Lived there for a bit,” said Jon, waving it off and quickly thinking of an opposite location. “Are you familiar with Phoenix, Arizona?” 
 
     “I went to school at ASU,” said Carol. 
 
    “What about Billings, Montana?” countered Jon. “Have you ever been there?” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” said Carol. “I lived with my grandmother in Billings. What part of town did you live in?” 
 
    Jon took a deep breath, preparing to give it one more try, but then thought better of it. “Never mind all that,” he said. “I’m really from a distant planet in another galaxy. I stumbled across your world some months ago, befriended Gilbert, Simon and Lyn and the four of us have been off gallivanting through the cosmos and beyond.” 
 
    “So you’re an alien?” asked Carol. 
 
    “That’s right,” confirmed Jon. 
 
    “Do you have any tentacles hidden away?” asked Carol. 
 
    “Just the one,” said Jon. 
 
    “Can you do anything out of this world with it?” asked Carol. 
 
    “I like to think so,” said Jon. So it went. 
 
    Gilbert had asked Ellie to wait at the bar as he turned and began walking towards Jon and Carol. He only got about halfway there when he saw them embrace and then decided against intruding on the couple. He stopped abruptly, turned around and almost collided into a young woman that had been walking behind him, but now was only a few inches away. 
 
    “Hello, Gilbert,” she said, smiling. 
 
    “Phoebe!” Gilbert exclaimed as he wrapped his arms around his friend in a hug. “I’m so glad you made it.” Phoebe was an old friend of Simon and Gilbert’s from college and, as such, had received the wedding invitation blast that had gone out to all of Simon and Lyn’s friends and family. “You look absolutely stunning.” 
 
    “You clean up quite nicely yourself,” she said as she looked Gilbert over. His appearance was helped somewhat by the fact that his suit cost more than most people’s first car. 
 
    “Aw, you’re just being nice,” said Gilbert. “I’m still the same geeky guy you’ve always known.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think so,” said Phoebe as she extended her hand and placed it on his arm. “I think I detect muscle under this jacket. Now what could have caused that to happen?” 
 
    “My life has taken an unexpected turn or two over the past few months,” Gilbert explained. “I’ve got a government job now that I can’t really talk about, but it does require physical activity.” 
 
    “And does it have anything to do with that woman Simon seems to be restraining?” asked Phoebe. 
 
    “A bit,” nodded Gilbert. 
 
    “Well, then,” said Phoebe, “I can certainly understand the physical part.” 
 
    “Don’t mind Ellie,” said Gilbert. “She’s just starting to get in touch with her feelings. Believe it or not, before she met me, she had the emotions of a robot.” 
 
    “And you brought her out of her shell?” laughed Phoebe. “You’re right, I do find that hard to believe.” 
 
    “I suppose you could say we both helped each other,” said Gilbert. 
 
    Phoebe smiled, “That’s probably closer to the truth, though someday you’ll have to tell me the real story.” 
 
    “Speaking of people staring at us with malicious intent,” said Gilbert as he looked past Phoebe, “there’s a guy at the bar with a scowl on his face watching us quite intently.” 
 
    “Is he tall?” asked Phoebe. 
 
    “Yes,” said Gilbert. 
 
    “With wavy hair?” asked Phoebe. 
 
    “Yes,” said Gilbert. 
 
    Phoebe’s eyes widened, “Is it just me or do you think it adds something to the relationship when your lover, or your life for that matter, is just a bit on the other side of normal?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” smiled Gilbert. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Nash sat in his office and attempted to catch up on some paperwork. It didn’t take much effort for him to focus on the work since life on the station had returned to normal, or as close to normal as it gets in a secret research facility. 
 
    Nash smiled as he put two and two together and uncovered the reason why two of his departments were over budget. It wasn’t until he reviewed the station’s video surveillance that he discovered that the Weapons department had purchased a dimensional phase shifter and used it to trap key personnel from the Biotech department in their sleeping quarters by setting them slightly out of phase with the rest of the station and making it physically impossible for them to interact with the station’s control systems. As he dug deeper, he discovered this was in retaliation for the Biotech department’s purchasing a molecular sequencer and using it to develop a coma inducing virus and infecting the Weapon’s department personnel with it. 
 
    Nash shook his head as he realized all this was entirely his fault as he had set MBO goals for each department with monetary incentives for the first team to complete their project. 
 
    Nash looked up as his office door opened and his sister entered. 
 
    “Hello, Nibbs. How do you feel?” he asked. 
 
    “Fairly normal,” said Nibbs. 
 
    “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” said Nash. 
 
    “It’s just not what I was aspiring towards,” said Nibbs. “I kind of wanted to go in the opposite direction of normal.” 
 
    “Well, you almost achieved it,” commented Nash. “Dead is what most people consider opposite of normal.” 
 
    So here’s what happened and why Nibbs is seated in Nash’s office instead of being dead. While Nibbs was on LS7, just before the big space battle that destroyed her ship and just prior to releasing Jac, Nibbs and Nash had some alone time. Overcome by brotherly love, a very concerned Nash gave his sister a prototype, one shot, teleport service expander which was disguised as an oversized bracelet, to be used in case of an emergency. The device could be synced up to a local teleport station and used to complete a mini-hop onto that system’s teleport grid and then use that system’s teleport to complete the trip. Unbeknownst to Jac, this is exactly what Nibbs did before leaving the DEA headquarters by syncing her bracelet to their teleport system. 
 
    Now it was true that while on Earth, Nibbs’ metabolism was struggling to survive as it was no longer being showered by the specialized radiation from the universe’s edge, but she was far from death. She realized she had to return to LS7 and get help from Nash if she wanted to survive, but she felt it would tie things up rather nicely if everyone else involved thought she had died so she applied some mild theatrics and staged a plausible disappearing act. In the few days since, Nibbs has been recuperating under her brother’s care.  
 
    “I still don’t see what the big deal was,” said Nibbs. “So I obtained God-like powers and wanted to rule a small world.” 
 
    “We both know it wouldn’t have stopped there,” said Nash. 
 
    “Well, you didn’t have to send a hit squad after me,” said Nibbs. “Or tell Mom and Dad. Do you know how many times they’ve called me?” 
 
    “You needed more people than just me telling you that what you did was wrong,” said Nash. 
 
    “Oh, like you would have done anything differently!” said Nibbs. 
 
    “I’d like to think so,” nodded Nash. 
 
    “That’s easy for you to say, but since you’ve destroyed my life’s work, I guess we’ll just never know, will we?” Nibbs stood up and stormed out of the office.  
 
    ‘What am I going to do with that girl,’ thought Nash as he shook his head. A pitcher of beer and a frosty glass magically appeared on his desk. He poured himself a cold one, took a sip and went back to work. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Author’s note: 
 
    I hope you’ve enjoyed these stories about Simon and Gilbert, though the cast of characters does seem to have permanently expanded beyond them. 
 
    As some of my reviewers have noted, I don’t provide much detail in the personal descriptions of my characters. As a reader, I always formed my own interpretation of the characters and tended to ignore most of what the author provided. Now, as an author, I choose to leave that door completely open and allow the reader to apply their imagination to the characters. After all, that’s the one thing novels will always have over movies and television, the ability to allow the reader to participate in the creation of the tale by filling in the visual gaps with their own thoughts and imagination. 
 
      
 
    The fourth book in the series, Alright, Panic!, is now available. 
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading, 
 
    Chris Daniels 
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