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Chapter One

 

“What the hell am I doing here?” Maureen spit the words out loud, her mouth dry and rapidly constricting. She gagged. An invisible weight crushed her deep against the enveloping reclining seat. Her eyes ached, and her stomach attempted to escape through her throat.

“Not long now,” sounded from far away.

Everything around her, including her body, vibrated. Maureen’s ears rang. Why did she ever agree to leave Mother Earth? Oh yeah, because if she remained behind she’d have been executed. She was supposed to be dead. Is this what death is like? Her fingers burrowed into the comforting warm fabric, not that there was any danger of her falling out of the couch. Not with an invisible elephant sitting on her chest. Would this pain never end?

She struggled to turn her head and found herself staring into the inhuman face lying beside her on the adjacent couch. His eyes—she assumed it was a he by the way he studied her earlier and offered to share quarters, although this didn’t mean anything either—were orange slits. She closed her eyes and mentally whispered her first prayer since age five. Lord, I promise to take back every nasty thing I ever said about You. Save me now, and I’ll be good. I promise.

Her heart was being crushed inside her chest. They told her the pill she swallowed would keep her alive. They obviously lied. They were poisoning her and going to dump her inconvenient body outside into the void.

I’m surrounded by a spaceship full of aliens on a one way trip to another universe.

The pressure evaporated, and she expelled a breath with, “What a ride!” Her heart apparently decided all on its own it was now safe to slow down from the fear and flight mode. It beat fast a moment earlier and now ceased trying to escape through her ribs.

“The first time is always the worst,” her great aunt commented from somewhere distant. “Good thing the sensation only lasts a few seconds.”

“Are you doing okay?” The question came from the alien with the bright orange eyeballs leaning over her.

“Yes, I’m fine,” was all Maureen managed to choke out as she struggled with the harness holding her down. When her aunt explained the system to her it seemed so simple, but now her aching brain couldn’t even remember where the release was.

The alien pointed with one of its long thin fingers. “Do you want me to get that for you?”

“No problem, thanks.” She pounded on the large button lying against her stomach, and the webbing disappeared inside her couch.

“Another week and you’ll be able to latch and release with just a blink of your eye.”

“Thanks…David…Dastrumm, isn’t it?” Maureen sat up and stared forward.

Her aunt, great aunt really, the famous, or more accurate, infamous, Lucy Thorncroft, rode up front in one of the pilots’ chairs located beneath a wide transparent canopy covering the forward section of the Inquisitor. Maureen knew something solid lay between them and the cold blackness of the void. The scene was probably a projection, not an actual window, but for a moment, she held her breath.

“Good memory for names,” he said, nodding. “Always a sign you came through with flying colors.”

He grinned.

At least Maureen thought he was grinning. She’d have to pick up on these signs fast if she expected to be accepted into this society. This was going to be difficult, given there didn’t seem to be one standard model of alien she’d be faced with out here, although a lot of the crew reminded her a bit of cats. Their faces were more the image of the extinct African lion than the currently frowned-upon tabby from back home.

One of them even had fistfuls of tentacles instead of fingers!

There certainly were a variety of shapes, sizes, and faces on board the Inquisitor.

Like their co-pilot seated beside Aunt Lucile. No fair, she must be ninety and looks about twenty-five and a knock-out. He at least appeared normal. The man was quite ruggedly handsome, standing over six feet tall with a ready grin. According to Aunt Lucy, Richard was a shapeshifter, and the same individual who acted as the bodyguard for her grandfather Paul, back in the days of the famous alien battleship incident, fifty years ago.

“Are we there yet?” Maureen called out.

“Relax,” Lucy commented over her shoulder. “We still have a few hundred light years to cover before we reach our destination.”

“And I have to make a full report to the authorities.” Professor Jammissh BtrMag ub Glenn3 from the Stayshune Research Institute, leader of this expedition to Earth, stood at the rear of the forward cabin. “I have to make certain they received our data pac and understand what is going on with the Earth system. Also…”

Maureen felt his gaze on the back of her neck.

Before they left orbit Professor Jamm had argued vigorously against taking her back with them to the Rygeillian Confederation. “Also, I must report on this unregistered individual specimen we’re bringing with us. I doubt they will be pleased, given the strict restrictions and prohibitions on our research license.”

“I wouldn’t worry about Mo,” Lucy said. “She’s such a sweet child. Once they get a chance to meet her, High Command will be charmed right out of their holographic uniforms.”

“This sweet child is also a wanted criminal and suspected terrorist on her home world.”

“Not anymore,” Richard declared. “Not since we rescued her and left a dummy corpse behind.”

“I’m reporting that rogue action is all on the Service. I had nothing to do with whatever you spooks got up to down there,” Jamm continued.

Maureen didn’t turn around to see where the professor stood at the rear of the room. She pictured Jamm shaking his head dismissively and pretending to wash his hands of the whole affair.

“And I’ll let the military know we’re bringing a valuable asset with us who can provide a first-hand report on what is going on back on Earth and how things got the way they are now.” Lucy kept facing forward, her fingers doing something rapid with a screen in front of her.

“Of course you will,” the professor grumbled as he left the room.

“He’ll get over it,” Richard whispered to Lucy, loud enough for Maureen to hear. “He’s just nervous thinking about how his report is going to go over.”

Lucy nodded. “Less said about alternate universes and their peculiarities and more about the situation on planet Earth and the unfortunate causes all dating back to the visit of a battered Rygeillian battlecruiser by the name of the Hammer of Gorn.”

“Well we certainly didn’t obtain all the data we expected. The nasty nest of Silasn Devils we set off will not go over favorably with the powers that be back here.” Isshabbow, Jamm’s second in command and the expedition’s anthropology expert, plopped herself down beside Maureen and stared at her.

“This was supposed to be a quiet and secretive gathering of information on the properties of the alternate universe. Worst of all, I didn’t even get a chance to do a serious study on the inhabitants and their apparent lack of any of what you would call culture.” She leaned over toward Maureen. “I suppose I could always study her. Anyone have an objection to me running a probe on this one?”

“Yes, I object,” came from both Richard and Lucy.

“Me too,” added Maureen.

“Besides,” Lucy added, “I’ve been studied and scanned frontwards and backward and every time I reported for duty. The same goes for the three friends of mine who came out here with me years ago.” A slight hesitation, “The powers back at Command have more data on twenty-first century earthlings than you can shake a stick at.”

Isshabbow sat up and stretched. “Why would I want to do that? To keep away evil spirits? Do your people still believe in evil spirits?”

“My people are evil spirits.” Lucy glanced at Richard. “Course set and confirmed for Glenn3 Prime unless we need to make any stops along the way.”

“No, we’re good to go. I suspect the sooner we get back to the Institute the better.”

Maureen sat there mentally shaking her head. The injection they gave her of a translator chip really worked. Here she rode, in a research vessel called the Inquisitor, filled with a crew of aliens who did not all appear alike, and she understood every word as clear as though the shipboard chatter was in English, Russian, or Mandarin. The way Lucy explained it, the crew spoke Common Galactic, and the chip translated. When she spoke, the system reversed for the listener’s benefit. Not only would the chip translate languages, it converted times and distances into meanings everyone could grasp in their own tongue.

The only problem she might run into was if she used a word or phrase created since a Rygeillian ship last orbited Earth. Lucy warned her to watch out for the occasional strange translation.

Maureen wasn’t certain, but suspected she made up the thirteenth member of the crew. She’d have to count them. Not that it mattered, but such superstitions were officially outlawed back home. Of course, this only drove it underground.

Lucy turned around and smiled at Maureen. “Why don’t you go back to our cabin and grab a couple of hours of sleep? I can have our medic Corrnwass look in on you if you’re still feeling a bit queasy. No shame. This breaking through between universes can be upsetting, especially if you’re not used to space travel.”

“No thanks, Auntie, I’ll just lay here a while and enjoy the view.”

“Suit yourself.”

~ * ~

Hours later Maureen climbed into the temporary upper bunk, stretched out and flopped on her stomach to lean over the side and watch the goings on below. Lucy, already stripped down to not very much, was in the process of rolling into her own bed.

“Auntie, why do all the crew on the Inquisitor, the aliens, look so different? There are only two or three of them who appear sort of the same species.”

“Those are probably the twins. And please stop calling me Auntie. Makes me feel old.”

“Well you are, aren’t you, what, like a hundred Earth years old? How about if I call you Lucile, then?”

“I’m roughly fifty-three by an Earth-style count. Doesn’t mean too much out here, the years I mean. We have so much injected and fed into us I think age is reversed, whereas old Earth’s universe ages at roughly twice the speed. Back there I’d be almost eighty. Just call me Lucy.”

“You look like a well-fed twenty. Unless you’re one of the enhanced Uppers back home, we Lowers all tend to be rather undernourished and scrawny. I’m an exception, for which I credit Grandpa Paul. You never did tell me why all the differences in the alien’s appearances…Lucy.”

“Let’s get one thing straight, Mo. Everyone on the Inquisitor, except you, are Rygeillians. We’re all citizens of the Rygeillian Confederation. In recent centuries—oh I don’t know how far back this goes—anyone who could fit in and joined the Rygeillian Navy would qualify for citizenship after serving out their term of duty.” Lucy sighed. “This results in some weird combinations of married individuals. Out here they call them bonded, couples, or triples. I’m not into the hook-up sort of thing. Anyway, when they decide to have offspring they often can’t do it the old fashioned natural way, so they go to a birthing clinic, design the baby to suit themselves, and away they go.”

“You’ve never felt the urge to get married?”

“No! Now go to sleep.”

“What about the three friends who followed you onto the Hammer of Gorn? There were four of you who stowed away weren’t there, according to the old family legends?”

Maureen heard her aunt thrashing about below trying to get comfortable.

“Two of them went completely native, and for all I know decided to have effing designer offspring. The third one died in battle very early on. I lost touch with the others years ago. Good night. Lights out.” She almost sounded bitter.

The room plunged into darkness except for some scattered pale pulsating glows on the walls and ceiling. Maureen lay there listening to the sounds of the ship. The gentle hum finally lulled her over-active mind, and she slipped away into sleep.

~ * ~

The next few days on the Inquisitor passed quickly. Maureen accessed a couple of downloads in an attempt to discover more about the society she was going to face and forced herself to make an effort to get along with the rest of the crew.

Professor Jamm spent most of his time in his cabin so he was easy enough to avoid. Isshabbow gave her the cold shoulder, Lucy said, because the second-in-command had the hots for Richard and was jealous of any other females on board. The Inquisitor wasn’t all that large, and outside of the cabin Maureen shared with Lucy, there weren’t too many places to avoid unplanned meetings.

Everyone on board wore the same beige style of boring one-piece jumpsuits. The outfits reminded Maureen of the dull clothes worn back home by the Lowers, but at least they came with some variety of shape and attempt at fashion.

The twins, Enstrunn from the physics department and Dastrumm from archaeology, were the friendliest of the crew, although Maureen suspected Dastrumm had an ulterior motive. She finally confronted him in the forward lounge.

“Listen buddy, you’re a nice enough guy, but I’m really not interested in sharing your compartment at the university. Besides, I’m sticking with my aunt, wherever she’s off to next. I’ve completed all the formal schooling I need in this life.”

“Aren’t you the least bit curious? I mean, we’re physically close enough in appearance we could have the same distant ancestors. We should explore the possibilities. I mean, I can run some compatibility tests to discover if we would be mentally stable as a pair.”

He reminded her of a short, scrawny dinosaur, with smooth, pale greenish skin and a Mohawk crest of bright yellow feathers. At least he had only two arms and two hind legs and walked upright. Those bright orange eyes were level with her chin.

Back on Earth, in those fabled happy days before the Gorn, he might have made an interesting pet.

“I don’t really think your relatives visited Earth in its distant past. Excuse me, but I have some questions for my aunt.” She moved down the aisle toward the bow and slipped into the empty seat beside Lucy.

Lucy’s eyes were closed, and she leaned back in the chair, one hand resting on the screen in front of her. “What do you want, Mo, can’t you see I’m asleep?”

“Do you often pilot spaceships in your sleep?”

“Frequently. Actually, the ships usually fly themselves. I just like to keep in touch.” Lucy opened one eye. “Yes?”

“What is going to happen to me once we get back to the institute? Are they going to lock me up in a lab as a specimen for dissection or is the military going to make me disappear?” Maureen stared at the view. The scene ahead remained a blur of tiny bright lights moving rapidly through scattered darkness.

Lucy opened both eyes. “Why do you think anyone would do such a thing?”

“Well, I’m not supposed to be here. Jamm made this very clear. It’s also what would happen if you or any of this mixed-up crew were caught by One World’s PeaceMakers. I gather your expedition is supposed to be on the quiet, with absolutely no contact with the natives. Instead, you stirred up the hornets’ nest, interfered with my lawful rape and execution, and then brought me back with you, all apparently against regulations.”

Her aunt sighed and shook her head. “The military will probably want to interview you, but they can do so long distance from almost anywhere.” She smiled and gave a wink. “Not while we’re far out from a base and travelling at this speed. I don’t expect anything will come of it. The Rygeillian Confederation is so large and well-established this incident won’t rate anything more than a footnote on a report gathering dust somewhere.”

Her grin widened. “Except of course, the report formats we use here are dust-proof and digitized.”

Maureen relaxed. “So, what’s the plan? What happens to me when we get wherever the heck it is we’re going? What are you doing next? Do you go back to your old job with the military? What about Richard? Are you two a couple, what Grandpa Paul would call an item? And finally, is it true there is absolutely no way I’m ever going to get back home?”

“I was with the Rygeillian Navy, and no, I’m probably not going back there. After all these years maybe it’s time for me to do something else. I have no idea what Richard is up to. I thought he’d retired from the Service, but he could still be an active agent for all I know and this is just another assignment. And no, we’re not a couple. We’re just old friends, or more like acquaintances, really.”

She reached for Maureen’s hand and squeezed. “I’m afraid there’s no going back for you. For one thing you’re supposed to be dead. This expedition is the first to be sent across to your universe since the Gorn’s original voyage. Research over there is not a high priority. It’s also not something they want widely known among the galactic civilizations, the fact we can pass back and forth. The information would open a real nasty can of worms. I can’t imagine the trouble this knowledge would cause if such travel were known to be possible.”

“I would have liked to have been able to spend some more time with Grandpa Paul, before we left.” Maureen remained silent, staring unseeing ahead. “So, now what happens?”

Lucy frowned. “Well, my original plan was to go and visit my mother again once we returned from this expedition. I did leave her rather suddenly after not seeing her for several years. Richard mentioned something about tagging along with me to re-connect with an old friend of his who lives there. I suppose I could bring you along to visit your… I guess she would be your great grandmother.”

“Is this the famous Martha Thorncroft you’re talking about? The family tells all sorts of stories about what happened to her when she disappeared. One rumor held her husband murdered her and planted the body in the back yard. A cousin theorized she’d been kidnapped by the aliens as a specimen for a galactic zoo. Grandpa Paul always claimed she’d run off and was living with a lost tribe in Borneo. She must be really old by now.”

Lucy snorted. “Oh she is. I don’t think I’ll tell her you’re coming.”

“How’s her health?”

“Tolerable.”


 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

The Inquisitor braked hard as it approached the vicinity of Glenn3 Prime. Maureen remained in her couch in the observation lounge expecting a sensation similar to the rough ride she endured when they broke through from her universe. She hardly felt anything at all with the deceleration.

Up front, Lucy’s fingers played across the screen, and the scene changed to a massive gray spidery station floating high above the planet. The magnification increased, drawing Maureen’s gaze toward a city sprawling on the surface directly below the station. Green hills surrounded tall towers.

“Next stop, Stayshune City. We will be docking at Glenn3 Prime International Orbital terminal in approximately twenty-two point three minutes. This is our final destination. Please collect your luggage and children.” Lucy waved one hand in the air as though directing traffic.

“What’s the delay?” this from Professor Jamm. His voice had gone hoarse. .

“A busy system terminal, and we’re not one of the regularly scheduled arrivals,” Lucy stated without turning around. “They’ll slot us in with the traffic and find us a docking bay.”

Maureen stared at the images on the screen. “This place looks like it’s a long way above the surface. How do we get down to solid ground?”

“We convey.” Dastrumm flopped down into the seat beside her. “We’ll materialize in the surface level terminal.”

“No shit? Sounds painful. From what I’ve heard we get taken apart, tossed in tiny pieces across a great gap, and put back together again.”

“That’s about it.” He peered at her through those fascinating orange eyes. “I could show you around the institute. Give you the grand tour.”

“I don’t think we’re staying. Aunt Lucy said something about leaving immediately to visit relatives.”

“Oh.”

“Has everyone filed their reports and copied me?”

A chorus of, “Yes Professor Jamm,” filled the lounge.

“What about you, Loose-Thorn, and our chief pilot, Darreshh?”

“Already on your in-basket,” Lucy commented over her shoulder.

“Report filed three days ago,” came from Richard beside her.

Jamm cleared his throat. “There is to be a complete debriefing in three days at the institute. I expect we will have special guests. Everyone is expected to attend.”

“I’ve already cleared travel arrangements for myself, Loose-Thorn, and our passenger,” Richard advised. “We’ll be departing no later than the day before the meeting.”

“Oh. I guess that will be all right.”

Maureen couldn’t tell whether Jamm was disappointed or relieved.

~ * ~

Maureen barely noticed the sensation of docking and kept close to Lucy as they departed the ship with Richard.

Maureen grabbed her aunt’s arm as they approached a long row of doors. “Is this thing safe?”

“What? The orbital station? Of course. It’s been floating up here for centuries. No danger of this place falling and crushing Stayshune City. Come on, we’ll be down on the ground in minutes.”

Maureen held her back and pointed. “No, this is what I mean. The disintegrator machine. We step in there and get torn to pieces. How many things could go wrong?”

Lucy shrugged and turned to Richard. “You tell her. Never heard of any problems with a convey. What does she expect us to do, grab a parachute and jump?”

He grinned and slipped his arm around Maureen’s shoulders. “Remember when we rescued you and everyone ended up safe in your grandfather’s apartment? Same experience. You’ll hardly feel a thing. One minute you’re standing up here then the next you’ll be stepping out into the sunshine.”

She didn’t notice him escorting her through the opaque doors until the tingling sensation started at her finger tips.

“Oh no!” Maureen stumbled back, and Lucy grabbed her other arm. She caught a brief glimpse of a shower of colored sparks.

“You can open your eyes now. We have to get on the moving sidewalk.” Richard’s voice in her ear.

Maureen blinked. They were standing at the top of an escalator leading down to a grand foyer. “That was it?”

“Yup. Come on, I could eat a horse or at least go for a beer and a burger. Know any good places around here, Richard?” Lucy still had a firm hold on her arm.

“Nothing serving your average Earth slop, but I do know a quiet corner where we can find a pretty good broth and a bun filled with something approaching a chili burger.”

“When did you acquire a taste for chili burgers?” Lucy linked arms with both Richard and Maureen, and they stepped outside into warm sunshine and a blue sky.

The street in front of the terminal held a leisurely circle of slow traffic flowing around a park filled with greenery and flowers. A few small vehicles carrying one or two inhabitants drifted between pedestrians.

No one seemed to be in any hurry. Maureen gazed around then glanced overhead.

She gasped. “There are flying cars!” Her voice faded. The air tasted fresh and clean. The sky was bright and clear.

“Welcome to the fifty-first century. Well, Rick?” Lucy raised an eyebrow at Richard. “Where’s our burger joint?”

“A few steps to the left and down a level. I picked up the habit in Ottawa. There was an Armenian hole-in-the wall I discovered there while running errands for your brother.”

“As I recall, you took to playing the part of a rugged private eye rather well, while babysitting my brother. How many bad guys did you have to shoot in the line of duty while watching over him?”

“Only a couple.”

“You’re kidding, right? People shot at Grandpa?” Maureen stared. “He never talked a lot about what happened back then, and half the time I didn’t know whether to believe him.”

“We lived in dangerous times when aliens from outer space hovered above Ottawa,” Lucy said.

“Most of the shooting in those days was directed toward your aunt. She upset a lot of people, even then.” Richard sped them up.

“It’s a talent I cultivate,” Lucy said.

“Come to think on it, you two played rather rough with my guards when you pulled off my rescue. I’d almost think you enjoyed the violent stuff.”

“I get bored easily.” Lucy steered Maureen through a door behind Richard.

The foodery was a softly lit establishment of glowing plastics, live flowers, and gentle music, while the dispensary delivered something best described as vaguely similar to a burger. This contained a heap of warm, lumpy, and reddish-brown on a yellow bun of sorts. They sat at a transparent table. Richard brought over three tall drinks of bubbling and foaming black liquid.

Maureen frowned at her burger. “I should have warned you; I don’t usually eat meat.”

“Dig in.” He grinned. “You’ll love it.”

“You’ve eaten re-constituted meat substitute when Richard cooked at Paul’s apartment.” Lucy took a big bite and sighed. “Yummy.”

Maureen studied the gurgling drink, her lips pursed.

“If you are going to be difficult, Maureen May Thorncroft, I will send you to your room,” Lucy said. “How old are you?”

Maureen frowned and took a sip, then licked the foam from her lips and grinned. “I was twenty-three when I left Earth. I have no idea how old I am now.”

“You don’t regress by simply crossing over.” Lucy shook her head. “You just age at a different rate as compared to the folks back home.”

“She’s barely out of the egg.” Richard took a large bite of his burger. “Hasn’t even learned how to fly yet.”

“So, what happens next?” Maureen dug into lunch with more enthusiasm.

“We take a ride to Slane.” Richard glanced at Lucy. “We have a choice of second class accommodation on a luxo-liner or a fast chamber ride. A chamber craft leaves tonight, a luxo in two days.”

Maureen downed half her glass of foaming black liquid. “What’s the difference, price?”

“Don’t worry about the cost.” He glanced at Lucy again.

“Sure, well, second class on a luxo would be like a traveling in a first-class cabin on an ocean liner.” Lucy downed her drink and held up her glass for a refill.

Something reminding Maureen of an old-fashioned upright vacuum cleaner purred across the floor and obliged her aunt. She shook her head. “Means nothing to me, I’m a Lower, remember. I don’t even know if they still have ocean liners back home. What about the chamber craft? It leaves earlier?”

Lucy licked her lips. “A chamber craft doesn’t have any cabins. They put you to sleep in a capsule, and you wake up refreshed when you arrive.”

“You can have deep sleep all the way through and wake as though the trip only took minutes, or you can arrange for a series of stories you act out a part in and have wild adventures.” He smiled. “Just like sleeping and dreaming in your own snug bed.”

Maureen shuddered. “Sounds too much like the mind-numbing stuff One World encouraged us to use until we went completely brain-dead. I stayed clear. What about pirates?”

“Pirates?” Her aunt frowned.

“Yes pirates. I did some downloads while killing time on the Inquisitor. Tried to learn something about your society. There are those characters, ugly Tradie-somethings, who roam the space-ways causing trouble. What about them? Especially if everyone on board is stuffed into a capsule and sound asleep.”

“She means the Traddeshhee,” he said.

“I know what she means.” Lucy shook her head. “You don’t have to worry about them. They wouldn’t dare to attack a Rygeillian vessel. Besides, they’re allies of the Rygeillians.”

“Except when they’re not.” Richard leaned back and closed his eyes. “They’re also troublemakers, warlords, bullies, dirty-dealers, you name it, but they’re not pirates.”

“I once came across some who were.” She sighed.

“Well, not usually. Anyway, they’re nothing for you to worry about, kid, especially inside a quadrant in the center of Rygeillian-controlled space.” He gave Maureen a reassuring smile.

“If you say so, but I happened to have come across something else in my reading. Big nasty people-eating monsters that prowl the space ways attacking ships and planets. What defense do these passenger vessels have against them?”

“She means the Prydatori,” he said. “Must have come across someone’s lurid tabloid reading. Nothing to worry about, Mo. They only range on the edges of civilization and attack weaker prey. Their raids are quite infrequent now. We hunt them down whenever we come across them, and if it makes you feel any better, all Rygeillian liners are constantly monitored by the navy. Any sign of a problem and a battlecruiser would be dispatched immediately.”

“Of course, you’d probably be dead and eaten, or eaten first and then dead, before rescue arrived. The Prydatori prefer their lunches alive and squirming.” Lucy licked her lips again and favored Maureen with an evil leer. “As far as worrying about the Traddeshhee, think of the Vikings. They are a fair comparison. Trading and raiding.”

“What are Vikings?”

Lucy frowned. “I thought you had a university education.”

“A practical university education in order to become a useful citizen of One World. If your Vikings are from real ancient history, you must remember, now the history we’re taught back home on Earth begins with the arrival of the Hammer of Gorn. Everything before that critical date is considered unnecessary.”

“Isn’t this a bummer.” Lucy shook her head.

“My vote is for the luxo-liner and being awake and alert for the entire trip. In fact, I insist on it,” Maureen said. “Okay?”

“Agreed.”

~ * ~

The Opulence departed the Glenn3 Prime International Orbital Terminal two days later. The second class quarters came as a shock to Maureen. They were in possession of two lushly-furnished circular bedrooms attached to a large central living and lounge area.

All three rooms featured wall-sized displays adjustable according to the passengers’ needs. They offered landscapes, exotic scenes, or exterior views. The bedrooms provided separate facilities which Lucy explained to her niece in some detail.

“There’s a large tub for immersion soaking. You have a choice of four types of refreshing liquid. There is also a four person shower featuring a variety of temperatures and fluids as well as radiation and a sort of steam. Drying can be air or physical. The toilet will fold up and do its thing out of sight behind the wall. Those levers dispense a number of beverage flavors. Avoid the ones with the flashing purple light. They are highly intoxicating, and you haven’t finished all your acclimation treatments yet. Any questions?”

Maureen shook her head. “If this is a second class cabin, I wonder what the first class is like.”

“Probably floor-to-ceiling waterfalls and illuminated beverage fountains with hot and cold sloshing nymphs. Well, if you’re finished, I’ll stow my gear and…”

“Which bedroom do I get?”

“You’re in this one with me.” Lucy pointed.

“You could always share with Richard and let me have this all to myself.”

“I don’t think so. And I believe, one of our first ground rules will be you do not leave this cabin without either Richard or I to accompany you. There could be any sort of strange passengers on board. Normally these liners are very safe and well patrolled, but you are like a newborn kitten out here.”

“I don’t need a babysitter. When do we leave? Should we be buckled down somewhere?” Maureen glanced around. “Like in the living room?”

“We’ve already left the station and are accelerating. This isn’t a military ship. If you notice any movement there’s probably something gone wrong.”

“Oh.” She flopped backward on the bed and sank deep with a sigh. “Off to grandmother’s house we go. What’s she like, Great Grandma Thorncroft?”

“She’ll probably stuff you with coffee and cinnamon buns,” Richard announced from the doorway. “Everyone ready to try the dinning lounge then the gaming machines?”

“That’s not a good idea,” Lucy said.

“Neat,” came from Maureen as she rolled off the bed. “Let’s go.”


 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

The Opulence connected with the Slane Platform five days later, and the passengers disembarked to take shuttles to the ground-level terminal.

“Kind of primitive, isn’t it?” Maureen gazed around at the lush interior. She chose a seat beside a large curved window and peered down at the scene below, which happened to be mainly puffs of white clouds.

“Listen to the experienced interplanetary traveler,” Lucy muttered. “One trip through a mass convey system and she thinks everyone should have a portable one.”

“Takes a lot of power, and Slane doesn’t get much traffic. Don’t be lazy. Sit back and enjoy the relaxing ride.” Richard settled in and winked at Lucy.

The shuttle dropped out from the platform and hurtled toward Slane. Lucy, ready for the stomach-churning sensation which followed, watched her niece’s face. Maureen’s eyes went wide, and she clung to the arms of her seat as they wrapped around her.

“What’s happening? Is it broken?” came out between clenched teeth.

“I thought you’d enjoy taking the express,” he said. “This way we get to the head of the line for a rental.”

“Which you already reserved before we left Glenn3 Prime,” Lucy reminded him.

“Say, so I did. Oh well, this way we’ll get to her grandmother’s much sooner.”

She stared straight ahead. As far as she was concerned this was no advantage. Last visit, her mother had tried to set her up and made no bones about the fact she lived in full co-habitation mode with Sam. Well they were both grown-ups. Even if Sam wasn’t human and her father had died back on Earth years ago. So I guess she’s free to do whatever she likes. I just wished she’d asked me first, or at the least, let me know.

Which of course was rather silly, because Lucy herself never asked anyone for permission when she was young and tended toward the foolish adventuress. Got her into serious trouble more than once in the Forces.

Large 3D letters proclaiming “Welcome to Slane” drifted overhead changing colors as the trio exited the shuttle.

“You could have warned me.” Maureen groaned as Lucy took her arm to steady her.

“No fun in that.” He led the way across the polished concourse.

“Why didn’t the drop bother you two?”

“Military training and lots of vitamins. Follow me, you’ll feel better shortly. We have to keep up with Richard or he’ll order some completely unsuitable craft.”

“So, after I join the Navy I’ll be able to leap out of tall buildings and not feel a thing?”

“You are not joining the military, and that’s final.”

Maureen tugged on Lucy’s arm. “What do you expect me to do here? Get a job shuffling paperwork? Oh, I forgot, you don’t use paper out here. You’re modern like back on Earth. I could learn data imputing.”

Lucy glared at her.

“I thought joining the military is the only way I can become a Rygeillian citizen. Won’t they deport me or throw me in prison?”

“No. We don’t do those sorts of things here.” Well, not often that she’d heard about. “We’ll talk about what to do with you after we get to your grandma’s house.” They joined Richard at a counter.

“Sorry to be such a bother. Maybe you should just shoot me.”

Lucy ground her teeth together and stared straight ahead. She was too old to have to worry about children. Well not really. Mo was no child. When did I start to worry about other people? Well, she is a close relative and a fish far from water, dummy.

“Luggage already loaded.” Richard motioned for them to follow him. “This’s what they use the convey for down here, transporting luggage instead of the passengers. You’ll find Slane has a slower pace than most places.”

A small vehicle with a transparent top and six seats floated inside a large covered garage, one of many such conveyances. He snapped his fingers and the roof slid out of sight. “All aboard.”

“I’m driving,” Lucy said.

“Your great aunt always was a bit bossy.” He grinned at Maureen.

“She’s not all that great, either.”

“Oh, she’s found you out already, Officer Loose-Thorn.”

“Shut up, both of you, and let me think.” She sighed. No excuses. “Slane east quadrant number 21302. Scenic trip, slow.”

The top slid back into place as the three settled into the seats. The engine, a barely heard purr, sent them drifting out into the street and allowed for a gradual ascent until they floated just above the city rooftops. Slane was an unpretentious place that in some ways reminded Lucy of her mother’s rear garden back home in Ottawa. It was modest, neat, and orderly. Below them, low buildings with roofs and walls covered in vegetation mixed with random ground-level flowerbeds. Walkways flowed with inhabitants out for a stroll along meandering paths bordering canals filled with small slow-moving boats. The waterways and sidewalks cut over or through the center of almost every road.

“Looks very nice,” Maureen said after a few minutes. “What do the people who live here do for a living?”

“Probably very little.” Richard leaned back and closed his eyes.

“Most of them would be artists of some sort. You can do almost anything that appeals to you.” Lucy stared straight ahead. “As a civilian. The Confederation provides.”

“Sounds boring.” Maureen groaned. “Although back home there were many days I’d loved to have been bored.”

“The ones who are bored join the military.” This gem came from Richard and earned him a glare from Lucy.

“Refreshments are available,” their vehicle announced.

“No thanks.” Lucy yawned and stretched her arms out loosening tight muscles.

“I’ll have one of those black bubbly drinks,” Maureen said. A small door in the wall beside her slid to one side and the beverage appeared. “Neat.”

“Would you like announcements of passing scenic attractions?” the vehicle again. “With musical accompaniment?”

“Not necessary.” Lucy shook her head. “Definitely not.”

“I would.” Maureen peered over the edge.

They soon left the city and flew above rolling green countryside.

“Beam the noise directly at her.” Lucy groaned. “Frequency for her ears only.”

Maureen took a long, and by her expression, satisfying sip. “Anything but military marching stuff or brain-deadening heroic anthems. One World is full of such mind-numbing junk.”

“Play her a lullaby,” Lucy muttered.

After ten minutes Maureen grew restless. “How much longer? All I have seen so far is grass, a few trees, and even fewer buildings.”

“We’re taking the grand tour route,” he said. “Enjoy the scenery. It should be quite a change from the dull sad world you came from.”

Because I’m in no hurry to get home. “Another half an hour.” Lucy closed her eyes.

“Estimated time of arrival is twenty-eight minutes, thirty-three seconds, based on converted standard Earth time,” their vehicle advised.

“Who programmed nonsense into this thing?’ Lucy frowned.. “Minutes and seconds.”

“Probably your mother on one of her many trips to town.” Richard smiled. “I chose a car that frequently made this trip.”

“I have a question.” Maureen stirred in her seat. “You told me once the Rygeillians are dead set against any expansion of AI. This is because of the damage your ancestors discovered on their early wanderings to other planets. So, you never build any intelligent machines. Afraid they’ll try to take over. But this flying car, or whatever it is, isn’t it intelligent?”

“Not really. We build computers and similar machines, but single-purpose only, and they lack the capability to link up.” He opened his eyes and stretched.

“Nothing here like the internet,” Lucy said.

“What’s the internet?”

“Something I guess your marvelous One World decided is far too dangerous for the general population.” Lucy snorted. The withdrawal must have been quite a struggle.

“Oh, I think you mean the web. It’s only available to the Uppers. They say it’s for the sole use of business. We Lowers got the free mind-numbing entertainment and distorted state news channels.”

“Keep the peasants well fed and entertained, and they’ll be happy,” Lucy sighed.

“They didn’t do a very good job then.” Maureen stared at the scenery.

They finished the trip in silence.

~ * ~

They came in low toward a tree-covered hill rising above the plain. The house, partially built into the hillside, displayed an abundance of glass and wrap-around porches. The sprawling garden with its winding walkways and fountains cascaded down the slope in front of the building to meet the manicured forest. Her mother and Sam stood on the lower porch.

They slowed and landed beside the house on a grassed parking area.

“Someone told her we were on the way,” Lucy muttered.

“Probably the air-car snitched.” Richard waved to the couple now moving across the grass toward them.

The car’s roof raised with a hiss and stairs dropped to the ground. She stepped out with Maureen in tow. “Let’s get the introductions over with.”

Martha approached, skipping down the steps toward them. Lucy’s mother displayed a brilliant yellow and bright red gown to good effect. As usual she looked great. Sam followed, grinning broadly.

“Who’s the babe?” Maureen whispered.

“That’s your great grandmother,” Lucy whispered back. “Hello Martha, did you miss me?”

Martha hugged her close and kissed her on the cheek. “What a pleasure, a visit from my daughter. Two visits in one year. I must be blessed. And who is this lovely young lady with you?”

“Martha, I’d like you to meet your great granddaughter, Maureen May Thorncroft.” Lucy stepped back. “She also answers to Mo.”

Martha stared.

“Paul’s granddaughter,” Lucy announced.

“Paul married?”

“His secretary Maybelline. You do remember her, don’t you?”

“Of course, come here child.” Martha embraced Maureen. They were of almost identical height. They could have been sisters and mistaken for the same age.

Sam and Richard were standing and talking to one side.

Martha released Maureen and glanced over at them. “Looks like a day for surprises. Who is this handsome gentleman with you?” She favored Lucy with a raised eyebrow.

“This is Richard. Do you remember him, Martha? He was Paul’s bodyguard.”

“Everyone, come into the house. We’ve set out a small lunch in case you were hungry. Richard. I don’t think I ever met you.” She linked her arm with his. “You are certainly very welcome to stay with us. Are you a close friend of my daughter’s?”

“Just a friend, Mother, nothing more.” Lucy followed with Maureen. Sam brought up the rear.

“I keep trying,” Richard said rather loudly.

“Good for you. I know Lucile can be stubborn and difficult at times, but she does have a good heart. I suspect you’ll have a lot of stories to share to bring us up-to-date. Like how you and Mo made it all the way here from Earth.”

“He’s a full-blown Rygeillian, Mother. Richard is a shapeshifter.”

“Well I must say he does an excellent job.” She smiled over her shoulder. “We have a lot of catching up to do.”

Maureen tugged at Lucy’s arm and whispered in her ear through clenched teeth. “Behind us, is that her Sam? He’s not human, is he?”

“Sam, are you human?” Lucy called out.

“Not that I’ve noticed. I thought you’d forgotten all about me. Aren’t you going to introduce us to your latest imported relative?”

“Sam, this is Maureen. I call her Mo. I guess you would be her step great-grandfather.”

“Hi, Mo. Good to make your acquaintance. Makes me sound important.”

“Hello,” came out rather weakly followed by another whisper in Lucy’s ear. “He really does look like a large garden gnome.”

“I didn’t think you had any back home.”

“They were banned by One World as being frivolous.”

I’m never sure when she’s joking.

They were greeted at the entrance by the two Great Danes the size of ponies.

“You might as well say hello to Simon and Gar.” Lucy gestured in the direction of the beasts. “Sam had them created for Martha to keep an eye on her in case she misbehaved.”

“Doesn’t seem to do any good,” Sam grunted.

Both dogs held up paws to shake.

“What a crazy family I’ve been born into.” Maureen shook her head. “Back home we’d never be allowed to have anything like these. You made them yourself?” She scratched at floppy ears. “Are they mechanical? They look and feel real.”

“A neighbor cleverly designed and bred them.” Sam grinned. “I was searching for an unusual gift.

The small lunch would have suited a gathering hosted by Henry the Eighth at Westminster Palace.

“I’ve never seen so much food.” Maureen was working on her third cinnamon bun.

“Keep up at this rate and you won’t be able to see it on the table over your expanded stomach,” Lucy commented, helping herself.

“This coffee tastes amazing. Could I have a second cup?” Maureen licked her lips. “We never tasted anything like this on the Impetuous.”

“The Impetuous was a working ship, not a gourmet dining room.”

“Even better than the food on the Opulence.” Maureen sat back with a contented sigh.

“Martha’s famous cinnamon buns and genuine Earth coffee haven’t expanded far beyond Slane yet,” Sam said. There was a touch of pride in his tone.

“I want to hear everything about your trip and how things are back at home. Is Paul well, is he happily married?” Martha frowned. “How could he have a grown-up granddaughter already? The math doesn’t add up.” She turned to Maureen. “You should be what, no more than five. How old are you, child?”

“I’m turning twenty-four, I think. I’ve lost track of the days here. Haven’t figured out your calendar yet. I was a winter baby.”

“Pour yourself a fresh coffee, Mother, then let’s find a comfortable seat, and I’ll fill you in on time-dilations between universes and how your great granddaughter came to be here.”

“Careful,” Richard warned. “Some details are classified.”

The whole effing trip is classified.

“Martha does have a level three clearance now,” Sam announced.

“That’s because I’m going into politics, but your story first.”

“I’m in on this too.” He led the way to a lounge overlooking the rolling plains below. “I get bored listening to the local domestic chatter.”

Lucy ordered wine instead of coffee and settled in to give a heavily whitewashed version of their recent events. She confirmed the time differential between the universes and how time moved twice as fast back on Earth compared with on Slane and the news Earth now had a single government. She explained about Paul and Maureen and said he was getting along fine since the death of Maybelline and claimed to have several outside interests. Maureen joining them was explained away as a minor misunderstanding at her work.

“Unfortunately her boss held some high-level connections and was going to make life very rough for Mo. No chance for advancement.” Not to mention attempted rape and execution. Cover those little details later when we’re alone, maybe. “So, we decided if her opportunities were crushed there, we might as well bring her back with us.”

“What’s one more Earthling in the middle of the Rygeillian Confederation?” Richard asked, with a shrug.

“There’s always a danger they’ll try to take us over,” warned Sam with a broad grin, winking across at Martha.

She blew him a kiss.

Later in the evening Martha found Lucy leaning on the rail watching the setting sun. “Mind if I join you?”

“Of course not.”

“Mo seems like a good kid.”

“She is.”

“And Paul, is he happy? Why didn’t you bring him back with you too now his wife has passed on?”

“Would have caused some complications and attracted too much attention to us.” I notice you don’t ask about your husband, Harvey.

She rested her hand on Lucy’s shoulder. “How about you, are you happy?”

“I am.” I guess.

“Are you going back to the military, or have they discharged you?”

“I haven’t made up my mind yet.”

“How long have you known Richard?”

“Mother, stop it. I’ve known him for over twenty-five years. I worked beside him back in Ottawa, remember. We’re just friends.”

“Good friends?”

“Oh I suppose so. I’d trust him with my life.”

“That’s a start.” She smiled.

That’s an evil grin you have, Mother. “You’re up to something, Martha.”

“I am just thinking about Mo. She’s welcome to stay with us, of course, while you’re off saving worlds and frying pirates, but I should look around and see what we have in the way of eligible males in the neighborhood.”

“Mother, don’t you dare! And there are no pirates here.”

Martha laughed and hugged Lucy.

“I regret to interrupt,” a small voice announced. “But an important call came through for a Lucile ThoSim ub Terra. I can play it for you on the intercom.”

Lucy glanced down. One of the Great Danes looked up. “They can talk?”

Martha nodded. “Of course. You may play the message out here.”

The air crackled. “There will be a private holo-meeting at the residence of Saammth NabCha ub Slane tomorrow, Slane noon plus three minutes, military channel, for sole viewing of Lucile ThoSim ub Terra and Darreshh CukSem ub Ajen4, full security protocol required. Please confirm. Confirmation received.”

Richard and Sam stood in the doorway.

Lucy whirled around. “Now what?”

Richard shrugged. “Maybe they want you to report for duty early.”

“What about you? You told me you’d retired. Are you still in the Service?”

“I’ve done my time, and I’m out.”

“Would you tell me anyway if it was restricted top secret?” Lucy’s fists rested on her hips.

“Probably not, but it does happen to be the truth, I am out.” He smiled. “As far as I recall, you are still signed up for active duty.”

“I’m on indefinite leave while I make up my mind. They offered me a first officer post on a battlecruiser. I told them I deserve captain.”

“Would everyone like to come back inside the house where it’s a little more private, while we talk about this?” Sam suggested.

“Does this mean you’re leaving me again?” Martha linked arms with Lucy.

“They probably just want a more detailed debriefing about what happened back on Earth. Even if it was simply a private university-sponsored expedition the military will be interested in the turn of events back there.”

“You didn’t happen to do anything to rile them up, did you?” This question from Sam.

“Of course not.” Lucy glanced at Richard.

He did a very human-looking rising of eyebrows followed by a shrug.


 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

“I’ve set the security protocols and will trigger them as I leave the room. All set to receive the incoming code. Do you need anything else before I go?” Sam paused in the doorway.

“I think we’re good,” Richard said.

The door slid closed, and the room fell silent.

“Well, this meeting can’t just be about me.” Lucy broke into the quiet and started pacing. “If it was, you wouldn’t be stuck in here too.”

“Maybe they want my opinion on your mental stability.” He grinned.

She glared at him. “So, it has to be about what happened on Earth. The expedition didn’t get all the details of what we did when we rescued Mo. That has to be it.”

“Or it could simply be they want our professional assessments on the situation over there.”

“For what reason? We’re not going back. There’s a ban on the place, and any discussion of travel to an alternate universe is strictly forbidden.” Lucy paused in mid-stride. “They don’t want anything to do with Earth. Couldn’t care less about what goes on over there. They shouldn’t be interested we broke the expedition’s restricted protocol and engaged in a little rough stuff. They don’t need to know.”

“Well sit down. I believe we’re about to find out.”

A gentle hum gradually filled the room followed by a waterfall of golden sparks from the ceiling. The figure of a Rygeillian officer materialized in a chair opposite them. He wore a silver sash indication the rank of admiral. “Hate these holo-transfer things. Never certain I come out looking natural. Are we secure in here?”

“Yes, sir.” She frowned. The image before her almost looked familiar.

Richard nodded. “Yes, Admiral Dansshh.”

“Ah.” Lucy recognized her old commander from the light cruiser the Thunder of Rannth, one of her first assignments after leaving the Hammer of Gorn. She shouldn’t have a case of nerves. She’d survived twenty-five years of training and implants in the Rygeillian navy, not to mention her tour with the Canadian Special Forces. Get a grip, girl.

“We have a serious problem.” The holo seemed to turn from Richard to Lucy as though he could actually see them.

Maybe he actually can. Should she jump in and try and cut him off by explaining what happened back on Earth?

Richard interrupted her thoughts instead. “How may we help?”

He also knew Commander Dansshh as well. Richard met him while disguised as a Traddeshhee Officer during the Adarion Affair.

“We recently received some very disturbing reports. Through our sources we have come to believe at least one Traddeshhee Warlord has discovered the secret of penetration through the barrier into the alternate universe. Even now we suspect two or more Traddeshhee cruisers may have crossed through.”

Richard squeezed her hand. Earth might have an armada of space-going warships, but one Traddeshhee cruiser could probably destroy them all with little difficulty.

“Why would they go there? What do they want?” Her voice sounded slightly off, even to her.

“We don’t know if they have even headed toward the Terran system. Their breakthrough point was nowhere near where you accessed. This is not the only problem, however.” The admiral appeared to be glancing elsewhere at notes or a screen. “The battlecruiser Wrath of Rraddm was in hot pursuit of a Prydatori raider out on the fringe a week ago when the raider disappeared. Subsequent testing in the vicinity by a science research vessel confirmed the high probability the Prydatori ship passed through the barrier into the alternate universe.”

“Snakeshit!” She exploded. At least the Traddeshhee were relatively sane and could even be reasoned with on occasion. The Prydatori, intelligent killing machines, like insects crossed with dinosaurs, made no sense to her at all and failed to obey any civilized limitations. Their favorite form of food happened to be warm, still-breathing intelligent life-forms. The Earthers wouldn’t stand a chance against one of their ships, and the monstrous creatures thought nothing of carrying out attacks on poorly defended planets as well as space-going vessels.

“Agreed.” The admiral nodded.

Lucy wondered, briefly, how his Common Galactic implant translated her curse and how many gestures came close to being universal. “We have to do something to protect Earth. Sir.”

The admiral stared at her. “We must take steps to protect the interests of the Rygeillian Confederation. We cannot afford to have the Traddeshhee making advances in the alternate universe without our involvement. Our guess is once they locate the Terran system, they will either move to conquer, or at the least establish a restrictive trade agreement and cut us out entirely. We have to act first and get in there fast. It won’t take long before the news about alternate universes is common knowledge, at least in the higher circles.”

“They won’t have any difficulty in locating Earth,” Richard stated. “The inhabitants have dumped a load of chatter into the airwaves, and the stuff is gradually spreading out in all directions.”

“I thought the Triumvirate Agreement prohibited the attempt by the members to conquer any civilization which achieved the technological level of spaceflight.” Lucy frowned. “Wouldn’t the agreement prevent an invasion?”

“Not necessarily. The Traddeshhee could strike quickly to take over and establish themselves prior to the news we can visit an alternate universe getting out,” the admiral warned. “After that some members might be of the opinion it would be too much bother to dislodge them. Not worth the trouble a limited war might cause.”

“Or the Traddeshhee could simply argue since Earth is located in an alternate universe, the agreement signed here doesn’t apply.”

She stared at Richard. He shrugged.

“Central Command has come to a decision,” Admiral Dansshh advised. “We have no idea how long it will take for this knowledge to spread but it will and probably quickly. We have made our assessment and must act immediately. The Council has decided to extend an offer to Terra to join the Triumvirate as a member of the Independent Worlds Block. They would qualify now. They have achieved both spaceflight and a single world government, according to your latest report.”

“I wouldn’t call One World a viable government. It’s a dictatorship, a harsh oppressive rule.” Lucy made to rise from her chair, but Richard’s hand rested on her shoulder.

“This’s not our problem. We do not interfere with the internal workings or policies of local governments. We have made our decision.”

She clenched her jaw.

He pressed down on her to keep her still. “You are here for a reason. What do you want from us?”

The admiral nodded. “We’re sending a battlecruiser through as soon as it can be readied. We are currently gathering up the most qualified crew we can find on short notice.” He turned on Lucy. “We want you as the captain for the obvious reasons. You are well-versed in local matters, you were a former member of the local population, and being captain would confirm we are an egalitarian race and therefore much superior to deal with than the Traddeshhee.”

“Not to mention I look like one of them.”

“Correct.”

He turned his attention to Richard. “We’re assembling as many of the crew with Terran experience as we can. You would be a valuable asset.”

“Do I have any say as to the crew?” Lucy leaned forward.

“Yes, subject to our final approval.”

“Then I want Richard as my adjutant, my second in command, or I won’t go.”

“Done.”

That was far too easy.

“Who else are you considering?” She gave him her best, I’m being deadly serious here, stare.

“Anyone connected to the original Hammer of Gorn affair is under our consideration and has priority.”

“What about the two other Earthers who originally joined the Gorn with me? I don’t suppose they’d be interested.” The third one is dead. Her name was Bethany. I haven’t spoken to the other two in several years.

“Already on their way to the Rygeillian military base at Evold. The fact the famous Loose-Thorn will be appointed as the captain has made it simple for us to recruit desirables. We have the light cruiser, the Burning Eye, three days out from arrival at Slane to pick you up and transport you to your new command.”

Didn’t it ever occur to you I might say no?

“Just curious,” Richard asked. “Which ship are you giving to Lucy?”

The admiral smiled. “One you are very familiar with, the Hammer of Gorn.”

Lucy swallowed an effing snakeshit. “The ship’s a wreck! They decommissioned the Gorn twenty-five years ago. What were you thinking?”

“The Gorn was completely refitted as a training vessel with all of the latest technology. As we speak now they are making some minor adjustments so everything, including the weaponry and engines, will be in perfect working condition.”

“But why the Gorn?” The ship whose sudden arrival above Earth and eventual departure triggered a crisis, the establishment of One World, and spread panic across the entire planet.

“We thought it would be something familiar for them. See, we have returned, and this time we bring you an offer of prosperity and peace for all.” The admiral smiled and spread his hands in a gesture of goodwill.

“I suppose it’s too late to change ships.”

“It is. The crew is already arriving, the supplies have been loaded, and we must leave as soon as possible.”

“I will be bringing my niece, Maureen May Thorncroft, with me,” Lucy said. “As a civilian assistant. Not only is she an Earth-human, but she is from the current era and more familiar with what is going on there than anyone else we have.”

“Agreed.”

Lucy had a sudden uncomfortable thought. The Gorn is being refitted at Evold Base. She owned a few lingering and unpleasant memories from that particular planet. “Under no circumstances will I accept a certain Obrunn EbnCab ub Evold as a member of my crew.”

Richard smiled and glanced away.

Admiral Dansshh consulted with something out of view. He shook his head. “Has not applied.”

“Good.”

“There will be a number of diplomats assigned to the ship as liaison for any negotiations,” the admiral added.

“Of course.” A problem when we come to play the game of who’s the boss, but not unexpected.

“And you
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