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  Author’s Note:


Time Guild 1  is a follow-on to the Folding Space Series; I highly recommend reading the seven-book series, starting with Lightwave: Clocker, Book 1.0. Or if you prefer a coming-of-age story, start with Quinn of Cygnus: Lift Off, and read the four-book Quantum Fold Series. Both series are available in omnibus ebook and individual paperbacks at all major retailers. Lightwave: Nexus Station is a stand-alone prequel novella and FREE at all ebook retailers.
As in the rest of the Folding Space Universe, Lightwave’s destinations are based on the eighty-eight classic constellations. That wouldn’t work for real life space travel, but it looks lovely on the included star chart and in the night sky! There are many star apps for your smart phone; I use the free version of Heavens Above. 






  
  Dedication


To the marvelous Gentle Beings who pledged to my Kickstarter! 
You are AWESOME!
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  Chapter One

Ruhger


Saree jabbed a finger at “Doc” Holliday, displayed on  Lightwave’s Command Center screen. “Tell the idiots from Gov Human to take a short walk out an airlock. They haven’t supported the effort to test and find more fold clock maintainers in any significant way, so they don’t get a say in the experimentation. Period. At their insistence, this is a Time Guild matter. And they’re right. We will screen and train at our discretion.” 
Saree had been too patient. Ruhger would have yelled immediately. He wasn’t sure why Doc was bringing up Gov Human demands for progress again. As usual, Gov Human offered no help. They could pre-screen candidates for security and suitability, provide psychological profiles, and transport candidates to Quantum Fold. But they didn’t. Probably because they wanted to control the testing, which was impossible. Saree and Q were the only non-Sa’sa able to fully test candidates.
“I have told them that, in a slightly more diplomatic fashion, many times.” Doc sighed. “The problem is, Gov Human noticed the Sa’sa Time Guild clock maintainers are now focusing on non-human systems in the fringe. The assigned clutches have remained in the large core systems, but those are mixed species.” He ran his hand through his thick, black hair, lips clamped together.
“Oh.” Saree frowned. 
Ruhger hadn’t tracked the other clock maintenance clutches, but it made sense. The Sa’sa kept pushing human problems to Saree, including all human-dominated systems. In their way, they were encouraging her to enlarge her clutch and capabilities. To them, that meant procreation; he was sure the Sa’sa didn’t understand why Saree wasn’t having children. Ruhger was more than ready to raise a family with her, but their lives were so dangerous. Having a child seemed reckless. Besides, Saree wasn’t a Sa’sa queen; she couldn’t birth and raise an entire clutch in a matter of a standard year or two. 
Grant Lowe flopped back in his seat dramatically. “We’re trying to do something that’s never been done and we don’t know how to do. We’re under pressure from Gov Human and the Sa’sa. Wonderful.”
Saree tapped on the table. “Well, they’re going to have to be patient. We’re doing the best we can.”
“I’ve told everyone that, but you know how so many so-called leaders don’t want to hear about problems, only solutions. Immediate solutions.” Doc pursed his mouth like he’d eaten an Eridanus sour. “And speaking of immediate solutions, I’ve had an extremely troubling medico-led experiment floated to me. If it works, it would solve our problems, but I believe the chances of success are extremely low. However, turning it down will be difficult for all of us.” 
“Why?” Ruhger had remained quiet, supporting Saree during their weekly meeting with Quantum Fold. But anyone threatening Saree would regret it.
Doc sighed again. “Because it’s from my father.” 
“No.” Ruhger slammed both hands on the table, fury tightening his muscles. “Whatever it is, it’s no. I’m not allowing some selfish medico to experiment on Saree or Q.” He sucked in a breath, trying to regain control of his anger. “Experimenting on the only two human clock maintainers is incredibly shortsighted and foolish. We cannot allow it to happen.” He’d say that about any medico proposal Doc considered troubling. But Doc despised his father, joining Gov Human military to avoid him and the family’s “body modding to the stars” medico business. Bringing his father’s proposal to them stank like a week-old Antlian puffer sandwich. 
Ruhger raised his hand to disconnect the conference with Quantum Fold, but hesitated. Doc must be under a lot of pressure from his father, Gov Human, or someone more sinister. They had to know the full extent of the threat, especially since Q was flying to Quantum Fold in Beta shuttle.
“Normally, I’d agree.” Doc nodded once, sharply. His normal smirk was missing, and dark circles under his eyes stood out against his pale Celtish skin. “But the proposal is relatively non-invasive.”
Ruhger pinned Doc with a stare. “Define relatively and non-invasive.”
“The proposed testing consists mostly of deep scans and DNA sampling. They’re very similar to those required before body mods. That’s why my father—Chief Medico Lorcan Holliday, I mean—is heading the investigative committee.”
Saree sniffed. “Well, send me the proposal. I’ll look, but no guarantees. I agree with Ruhger. Anything that takes me out of commission is a non-starter. Q is off the table, period. The previous trauma inflicted on her makes her ineligible for any experimental testing. And if this committee has expert medicos, they ought to know that. It doesn’t give me a lot of faith in the completeness or effectiveness of their proposal.” Her face remained composed, but Ruhger could tell she wasn’t happy.
Ruhger’s sense of danger deepened. “Everyone involved in this proposal ought to be very careful. There are laws concerning body modding for a very good reason.” That was why they’d taken the chance on the Mensa body modders. The Mensians were not only experts, but uninterested in other species’ laws or reporting requirements. In hindsight, his desperation was foolish. They’d been lucky to survive. 
“Oh, they’re fully aware of that.” Doc’s lip curled. “That’s why Chief Medico Holliday is in charge. He’s an expert in pushing the limits of those laws.” He swept his hand through the holo floating in front of his face, highlighting a document and pushing it to his right. “Along with the proposal, I’ll send you the Gov Human Medico Association’s records on him and the rest of the coalition. There is a… pattern of concern.”
“I bet.” Saree rolled her fingers over the armrest of her chair, a faint drumming rising from the plas. “And some very expensive legal assistance, no doubt.” She nodded sharply. “Anything else to share?”
“Nothing more at this time. If you don’t mind, I’d like to discuss the details in person. Perhaps I can fly back with Q on Beta shuttle?” He raised a brow but immediately looked to his left. Probably at Q, conferencing from Beta shuttle.
Distrust simmered in Ruhger’s gut. He’d never had reason to question Doc, but he wondered about the man’s motives.
“I’m staying on Quantum Fold for a couple of days, Doc.” Q’s head, displayed in the lower left of the Command Center screen, tilted. “Are you willing to wait?”
He nodded. “Of course. It will take Saree time to dig through those documents.” He returned his attention to Saree. “Please send me your questions. The proposal is dense. I’ve provided a summary, but you’ll want to read the whole thing. Carefully.”
“Very well. Lightwave out.” Saree pointed at Grant.
Grant’s fingers flicked through his holo. “Conference with Quantum Fold terminated. I assume you want to speak with Q?” Her face expanded on the main screen.
“Q, I’m not sure you should go to Quantum Fold.” Ruhger’s words almost surprised him. “I don’t like this.”
Q’s shoulders rose, her tension clear. “I don’t like it either. I’ve always trusted Doc, and I still do, but family complicates everything. Doc’s got his own shuttle.”
“Thanks, Q.” Ruhger’s relief crashed through him. “Between the pressure from Gov Human, the Sa’sa, and this proposal, my sensors are pinging like high-velocity micro-debris on a single-use suit. I wouldn’t be surprised if a folder showed up, trumpeting that this is a done deal and we must cooperate immediately.”
“I agree.” Saree nodded, her brow creased. “I don’t like the proposal or the way it came to us. I trust Doc, but there’s a lot more here than he’s saying.” She scrolled through her holo. “I’m sending a link to this proposal to all of you. Please scan the whole thing, looking carefully at areas you’re an expert in, and put notes in the document. I’m certainly not folding to Sirius until we get a thorough review of this proposal. Grant?”
“Yes, oh fearless leader?” Still seated, he bowed.
“Can you find Medico Pancea? I trust her and her associates. Offer to pay them well for their expertise.”
Grant bowed again, his head almost touching the tabletop. “Your word is my command, clutch leader extraordinaire.”
Ruhger huffed, but Grant’s return to his old, lighthearted self was reassuring. Especially when it wasn’t coupled with his previous playboy lifestyle. They didn’t need manufactured drama when they had more than enough in real life. Ruth’s recovery on Aljanah with the Guardians seemed to lighten Grant’s worry. 
Saree squeezed Ruhger’s hand. “You’re not immune to my request. There’s a lot of statistics in this document, and you’re our numbers expert.”
“Blast and rad.” Ruhger returned her clasp. “Don’t worry. I intend to read every word, even if I have more questions than answers.”
“Perfect.” Saree maintained her grip but turned to look at the crew. “That’s what we’re going for. Lots and lots of questions. We’ll ask for clarification on everything, which will buy us time. The summary of the Medico Association’s complaints makes me question Holliday’s professionalism.”
“Money-grubbing mudhuggers, every one of them.” Chief shook his wrench in the air. “They deserve a quick trip to a big black hole.” 
“Can I send this to the medico school on Cygnus Secundus?” Lashtar asked. “They’ll probably have some brilliant questions, too. After the head trauma you sustained, they may object to you being an experimental subject.” 
Even though he and Lashtar didn’t always see eye to eye, he was happy to have her along. She brought a fresh perspective.
“Excellent suggestion. Do that now.” Saree pointed at Katryn. “Work with security on a transmission protocol. We don’t want this leaking to the public.”
“Not until it will help us.” Tyron lifted a brow. “If there’s something truly nefarious, and significant evidence of malpractice, then public opinion could go in our favor. With only two of you available, I don’t think the trauma exclusion will fly, but publicity will make it hard for them to chance damaging either of you.” 
Grant shook his head. “These beings have a lot of credits. They can easily sway public opinion. We don’t want to start a fight we can’t win.” 
“Point. But it’s still something to consider.” Tyron turned to Katryn.
“Any other questions or concerns?” Saree asked.
Q waved. “I’m looking at the Time Guild priority list. I think we should fold when I get back. We’ll say it’s an emergency clock maintenance request and go. Because I’ve got a bad feeling about all of this.” 
Ruhger’s alarm grew. They all knew Q had some sort of intuition, and added to his uneasiness, the equation wasn’t balancing. He brought up command and control and the tractor beam commands. “Q, strap in. We’ll make this quicker.” He’d pull Beta shuttle in, then they’d fold.
“Copy that, Captain.” Q fastened the straps over her body. “Ready when you are.” She shivered. “Sooner is better than later.”
Saree stood. “I’m going into ^timespace^. If Q’s not happy, then we need to go.” 
Grant walked to the far side of the Command Center, his fingers flicking in front of his face. “I’ll let Quantum Fold know we’ve got a priority request from the Time Guild.”
“I’ll plan the emergency fold while you tug Beta shuttle.” Chief poked at his holo. “Attention Lightwave, prepare for fold.” 
“No!” The main screen split, and Loreli’s face appeared, white showing around her deep brown irises. “You’ll ruin dinner!” 
Ruhger latched the tractor beam on Beta shuttle and drew it in, increasing the velocity slowly. “Sorry, Loreli, but Q thinks trouble is coming, and I agree.”
“Oh.” Her long, electric-blue lashes fluttered. “Well, in that case, carry on. I’ll be secure in thirty seconds. Loreli out.” She saluted and disappeared.
Ruhger calculated the pull of the tractor beam combined with Beta shuttle’s velocity and increased Lightwave’s thrust. He couldn’t accelerate too much because matching velocities required deceleration. But with Q certain something was wrong, and his instincts pinging, he wanted her back on Lightwave sooner rather than later. Good thing they’d practiced these particular maneuvers. He swept away the warnings from navigation; he knew the hazards involved better than the computer. 
It was also a good thing Q was a more cautious pilot than he’d been at that age. Beta shuttle was well within range of the tractor beam. 
Q scrolled through her holo. “Chief, if you don’t have a great destination, Piazzi’s Mistake is really high on the Time Guild list. And it’s not a system high-credit types want to visit. With two galaxies colliding, it’s too risky for the upper class.” Her expression was unusually grim, showing her anxiety more than her words. 
Ruhger recalculated again. He was right on target; any more acceleration would be counterproductive, no matter how much his fingers twitched to add thrust. 
“Incoming folders,” Saree said over the comms. “I think I can do the extended fold if you can, Ruhger.” 
“With the disturbances caused by the incoming?” Ruhger didn’t want to endanger Q or Saree. “Let’s do an emergency fold, dead system, Chief.” The calculations popped up in his holo. Ruger didn’t recognize the destination coordinates, but their specific target didn’t matter; extending the fold field to enclose Beta shuttle did. He pulled up the fold field controls and pushed away the warnings about potential destruction. Then he extended the field to enclose Lightwave, the tractor beam, and Beta shuttle. He was pushing the limits; they had to pull Q closer.
“Three folders, in Delta One, Two, and Three,” Tyron announced. “One is General Kerr’s flagship.”
“I can’t believe they brought that into a Delta orbit.” Chief smacked his wrench into his palm. “That’s way too close for that enormous folder. It should be in Hotel or farther out.”  
“They’re testing Saree, and they don’t want us leaving. Which is an excellent reason to go now.” Grant returned to his chair. “I’m refusing the request for comms from Beautiful Perfection, Chief Medico Holliday’s folder.”
Ruhger pushed the limits of the fold generator and their engines. “If we drop the shields, we can fold. We might lose a few exterior sensors.” 
“Concur, Ruhger.” Chief raised his wrench. “Go.” 
“Concur. Give me thirty seconds and then go,” Saree said.
He opened the ship-wide comms. “Voice objections to fold now.” He watched the time count down; no one objected. “Fold in five, four, three, two, fold.” Ruhger stabbed the fold button and navigation changed. He turned Lightwave’s thrusters off but didn’t enter a counter thrust. “Q, are you there?” 
She didn’t answer. 
“Tyron?” Ruhger’s muscles tensed and dread shivered down his spine. He pushed away the fold controls, returning to the tractor beam, and decreased the pull. Mass remained on the end of the beam, so the shuttle was there, but he didn’t know what state it might be in. If he’d killed Q based on a hunch, he’d never forgive himself. 
“Beta shuttle is there,” Tyron said. “Initial scans show the shuttle is intact. Reconnecting vid. Did Q enter ^timespace^?”
In the lower right quadrant of the main screen, Q lay limp in the pilot’s chair. Ruhger’s relief was immediate but short-lived. The shuttle reported she was alive. But he couldn’t tell if Q was unconscious or in ^timespace^ like he could with Saree. “Probably. I’m not sure she’s capable of helping, though.” 
“Saree will keep Q safe.” Grant rose, trotting to the hatch. “I’ll take the main medfloat and wait at Beta’s hatch.” The Command Center hatch seals hissed.
Grant’s belief in Saree helped, but Ruhger wouldn’t be happy until Q replied. He returned to the tractor beam, adjusting the velocity down. No sense in colliding with Lightwave or getting squished by g-forces the grav generators couldn’t handle. He thrust away the ridiculous worry that the g-forces had surged during fold; if that happened, the results would show in the current velocity profile. 
But no one knew what happened during fold, especially extended fold.
Loreli bustled into the Command Center, her skirt swishing. “Dinner is delayed by thirty-seven minutes.” She carried a bev-tainer past him; a recovery shake for Saree. 
Ruhger wanted to join them, but bringing Q in safely came first. He decreased the pull, slowing Beta shuttle’s approach. Making micro adjustments, he flew Beta shuttle into the berth and locked it in place. “Beta shuttle secure.”
“I’m fine, Ruhger,” Saree said over the comms. “Go check on Q.” 
Ruhger ran to the passageway before she finished speaking. He pounded up the ladder, along the upper passage, and into Beta shuttle. 
“I’m fine.” Q sat in the pilot’s seat, holding up both hands, palm out, facing Grant. “I was just watching Saree. I can’t do what she does, even with soothing stones.” 
Ruhger pulled Q up and into a hug, relief letting his taut muscles relax. “Thank all the seven suns of Saga that you’re okay. That’s the longest extension we’ve done yet.”
“Since you’re all right, I’ll send the medfloat back.” Grant patted Q’s shoulder, then left the shuttle.
Q squeezed him tight, then pulled away. “Is Saree okay?” She plopped into the pilot’s seat and finished the shuttle docking procedures.
“She’s fine. Told me to come get you.” After Q finished, Ruhger signed off on the checklist completion, then led her back to their compartment at the far end of the Command Center. Saree sat on her personal medfloat, sipping. 
“Q!” Loreli wrapped her arms around the girl. “There’s a recovery beverage waiting in the kitchen. I’ll get it.” She released Q and left.
“I’ll get it later. I’ve got questions.” Q faced Saree with her hands on her hips. “Are you crazy? That was a really difficult fold.” 
Saree shrugged one shoulder. “No choice. Between your concerns and Ruhger’s, we had to do it. I don’t know what you two felt, but you’re not prone to exaggerate. I trust your warnings. You saved us and a lot more beings in Old Earth orbit when the Librarian version of Galactica blew up the planet.” 
Ruhger sat on the medfloat and slid his arm around Saree’s waist. She leaned into him, her supple warmth comforting. “I don’t know what I felt, either, but combined with Q’s intuition, everything in me was screaming ‘get out, now.’ It was intense.”
Q wrinkled her nose. “Maybe we’re magnifying each other’s fears?”
Ruhger shook his head. “I don’t think so. You know I’m not easily worried. Or terribly imaginative.”
“I’ve got enough for both of us.” Q shivered. “But you’re right. The menace wasn’t at the level of Old Earth, but it was still strong.” 
Saree tilted her head. “That makes me wonder all the more about Doc and his connection to the proposed experiment. Because you both announced your concern well before Beautiful Perfection folded in. Physical location may not matter for Q.” Saree’s fingers moved restlessly on her thighs. “She’s connected to the whole universe through ^timespace^. But who knows if that’s true for you, Ruhger?”
Ruhger huffed. The idea of him being like Q was absurd. “I’m the last person I’d ever tag with intuition. I’m a solid block of cerimetal. But we faced menace. I’d swear it on the giant black hole of Andromeda.”
“Cerimetal can be modified and molded.” Saree squeezed his thigh. “Perhaps it’s more of a math and probability calculation. You’re constantly assessing the odds of something happening at the physical level, so why wouldn’t you do that for people’s reactions? And an AI should be even more predictable. You know Galactica is probably behind all of this.”
Ruhger couldn’t hide his relief. “That makes a lot more sense. I just couldn’t understand how I could possibly be intuitive or psychic or any of that. It’s a ridiculous notion.” 
“What isn’t ridiculous is being hunted for our genes.” Q scowled. “Surprising it happened so fast, though.”
Ruhger scowled. He should have thought of the possibility but hadn’t; while evil was familiar to all of them, coming in the guise of medicos wasn’t. “Wise hunters stalk, hide, and then pounce. That’s how it works. Plus, we’re not plugged into the upper echelons of human society. You can bet that Doc’s father is only a tool. There are some big credits behind this proposal. Someone wants control of a fleet of human clock maintainers.” 
Grant appeared in the hatchway. “If you dig into this proposal, they could be trying something a lot worse. I think they’re trying to clone Saree and Q.” 
Revulsion made Ruhger swallow hard, his stomach rising. “Clones? Those are outlawed. It’s immoral.”
“Because clones don’t work.” Grant leaned against the bulkhead. “They’re mindless and must be cared for like a baby. Worse, because there is nothing there. No instinctive cry when they’re hungry, dirty, or cold. A block of meat, lower than an animal. And that’s true for every alien species, too. But what if someone could create a set of mindless clones with the talent for smoothing ^timespace^ and install them in medfloats in every fold clock along with soothing stones? Self-smoothing fold clocks.” Grant spread his hands apart. “Ta-da.” He swallowed hard.
Nausea rocked Ruhger. Saree shuddered violently, and Q’s golden skin paled. “That’s disgusting.” He pulled Saree closer.
Saree pressed against him. “I don’t think it will work. I have to think, concentrate. So do the Travelers.” 
Grant nodded. “It probably won’t work. But if keeping a being alive in a medfloat permanently smooths ^timespace^ around every single fold clock, it will happen, fast. They almost have to try.” 
Ruhger bounded to his feet, turning to Saree. “They want your eggs, Saree. They know you had them harvested and stored. That’s the best source of genetic material for cloning, right?” They’d hidden her storage container inside a false plas crate labeled “live plants” in the main cargo hold.
Saree nodded, her face grim. She gripped Q’s forearm. “Q, did you have that done?”
The girl shook her head. “No. I had no intention of working in space. I went to Adzari Net Academy to find employment on a planet, not a station or ship.” She wrapped her arms around her waist. “But I’ve gotten a lot of suit time since then. Maybe enough for genetic mutations, right?”
Grant stepped to Q and hugged her tight. “I don’t think so. The human body is remarkably resilient. You’ve been checked out a lot, and the medicos would have said something if it was an issue. Besides, they can body mod out most genetic mutations.” He let go and faced Saree. “I suspect they encouraged Saree to do that more because of her profession and location. She’d be working directly with transuranic metals, living and working in space.”
Saree’s mouth twisted. “There was probably some prejudice as well. I was a foster kid. Poor. I’m sure those well-meaning medicos thought they were doing me a favor because they thought I’d never be able to support a child.” She shrugged and lowered her voice, imitating an officious man. “Why leave the girl any chance of an oops baby? If she earns enough to support a family, these eggs will be healthier. The artificial hormone implant is better than the real thing, anyway.”  
Ruhger snorted. “You’ve got more than enough credits and an extended family thrilled to help you.” He’d be first in line, whether or not Saree chose his genetic material to assist. Holding her child would be an amazing privilege, but it was her choice. “So, we’ll have to protect not only you, but your ability to procreate. Because if they could have cloned or body modded your abilities from skin or other samples, they would have by now. They could get your genetic baseline from many places, including Gov Human military, against regulations or not. You’ve been in their medico facilities enough, and with enough pressure, rules go out the window.” 
“Suns, they could get my genetic material from Quantum Fold.” Saree snorted.
“Mine too. They practically rebuilt my heart.” Q tapped her chest.
Grant straightened. “I’m sure that’s all supposed to be destroyed or safeguarded against misuse. But if we’re right, there are a lot of credits at risk. And when that happens, the rules get ignored.”
“Your speculation is correct.” Tyron leaned past Grant. “Why don’t you come back to the Command Center, rather than all of us shoving into your tiny compartment, and we’ll go over what we’ve found already. I’ve called the entire crew in and given them a synopsis. Doc was right, and so is Grant.” 
Ruhger ground his teeth. Whatever was coming, he’d protect Saree and Q, no matter what it took. 






  
  Chapter Two

Saree


Saree marched to her chair, fists clenched and fury raging through her like a geomagnetic storm in the Ghost Nebula. If their speculations were correct, Gov Human had gone way too far. Under human law, they had no right to her genetic material. Plus, she worked for the Time Guild. Humanity insisted on keeping fold clock maintenance separate from species politics. If she had to declare herself no longer human, she would. Her genetics might even back that idea—but that could be a double-edged sword. If Gov Human decided she wasn’t human, then they’d have a lot less trouble experimenting on her. Humans demonized other humans to justify their abuse—aliens would be easier. Especially an alien that was working against humanity, and Gov Human would spin it that way. “Tell me what you’ve found.” She sat, Ruhger joining her and Q plopping into the seat behind them with a loud smack of plas. “Bring everyone into a conference, please, Katryn.” 
“There’s no direct mention of clones.” Tyron swept a document onto the big screen, highlighting a section. “This clearly states they’ll use ‘adequate genetic material’ to attempt full re-creation of the ability, both alone and by body modification. All volunteers, of course.” He grimaced.
Q blew a raspberry. “Sure. If volunteering for a medical trial gets you off subsistence living on an overcrowded world, people will jump at it, no matter how risky.” Her nose wrinkled and her mouth pursed. 
“Just when we were getting along with Gov Human, someone has to blast it into rads.” Katryn scowled. 
Saree agreed. “The phrase ‘full re-creation’ certainly implies cloning.” 
“I’d wondered what they meant.” Tyron pointed at Grant. “But when he brought up the possibility, it became clear. Doc’s father must have attempted cloning or something close in the past or Doc wouldn’t have sent us the Medico Association records.” 
“I’ll look through the complaints and find the loudest objectors.” Grant scrolled through a document on his holo. “The enemy of my enemy is my friend.”
“Thank you.” A religious argument was the last thing Saree wanted, especially after the Travelers and the Madras, but cloning would take them there quickly. “How could he get funding to support that kind of research? It’s completely illegal for a good reason.” 
Grant shook his head. “You know wealthy beings are always searching for ways to extend their selfish lives. Historically, they don’t hesitate to fund research that’s morally gray or outright black. That research has contributed to the extension of human life, but extension isn’t enough for the rich. They want immortality. I’m sure there are clone labs out there now, desperately searching for a way to transfer a dying being’s consciousness into a youthful body. And I doubt they’re using themselves as guinea pigs unless they’re on death’s doorstep. More importantly for us, Doc’s family business serves many extremely affluent people who aren’t famous, just super wealthy. I’m betting Daddy Holliday has at least flirted on the edges of cloning in the past, if not gone all the way there.” 
Ruhger gripped her hand. “There’s compensation offered for the so-called suitable genetic material in this document, right?”
Tyron nodded. “A lot.” 
“Then if we turn it down, they’ll move to confiscation or conscription through Gov Human next.” 
Grant raised his brows. “That’s probably why they brought the fleet.” He raised both arms and waved his hands around. “It’s a critical issue for all of humanity! We must be free of the evil Sa’sa no matter what it takes! Clutch Saree is selfish!”
Saree sniffed derisively. J’ker Hanty and his so-called news show should fly straight into a black hole. “They conveniently forget that I’m part of the Time Guild. They insisted on the creation for their benefit.” She stood, unable to sit still. “But what they keep forgetting is that I’m not a pawn.”
“Would the Sa’sa care about clones?” Lashtar entered the Command Center, Chief behind her. “They don’t care about their own young until they’re clutch members. With the right explanation, clones would seem like immature beings, the unnamed. Or even an animal raised for food.” 
Q’s face wrinkled. “Ew. That’s disgusting.” 
“Even food animals have minds or they don’t survive.” Chief toyed with his wrench. “I’m fairly certain Saree could explain the problem to the Sa’sa leaders.”
“Yes, I can.” She was positive. “Egg stealers are evil, and that includes predators who would eat the recently hatched, unless they were defective. Those don’t survive. The Sa’sa will definitely understand these people are trying to steal my eggs. And while the unnamed aren’t worth the life of a clutch member, they are protected to some extent. Plus, if I explain this attempt is trying to create a presence in ^timespace^ with incomplete, defective life forms, they’d say it was a waste of resources. More than likely, they’d find such an idea anathema. It might even have a truly negative effect on ^timespace^. If it worked, which it won’t, and these clones are like soothing stones, the Sa’sa would have to avoid them. Touching the mind of a living soothing stone might be just as bad or worse than they experienced with Q, before we got her trained. And clones could never be trained.”
“Assuming we’re right about all of this”—Tyron waved at the big screen—“what do we do about it? We can’t hide forever.”
“Again.” Katryn smirked.
“Let’s individually review the document after dinner, as originally planned. We’ll talk about it tomorrow morning.” Despite the shake, Saree’s stomach rumbled with hunger. ^timespace^ combined with rage burned a lot of calories. “We’ll need to be logical and calm, not emotional. Gov Human will use that against us.” She wasn’t in the right frame of mind for a full discussion, even if the rest of them were.
“Doc’s father even more so.” Grant pointed at the document on his holo. “Everything I’m finding says the man is a sociopath who covers his selfishness with charisma. He’s very good at getting masses of people on his side, and he has the credits and supporters to buy the rest. There are very few people willing to stand against him, and most of those are too poor to matter to Gov Human. The Medico Association investigates medical violations, but few are reprimanded. They throw even fewer out of the Association; almost never unless they’re convicted of an associated crime. Daddy Holliday has a lot of complaints but very few reprimands. I’m sure that’s one of many reasons Doc doesn’t want anything to do with his father.” 
“None of this is surprising.” She strode to the hatch, determined to put the horrifying discussion behind her. “But let’s talk tomorrow, okay? We’ll have a family dinner, then split up and review this stuff and discuss in the morning like civilized beings.” Or even better, never.
Ruhger caught her hand in his as they strolled the corridor to the dining facility. “You’re right. We’ll do a better job that way.”
“Unless it gives us all nightmares.” Q entered the dining room on their heels. “Pretty sure I’ll have more than a few. But the thing that makes me positive it won’t work? That’s because if there was any way for cloning to work, the mudhugging slavers would have figured it out by now. There are a lot of credits at stake.” 
Tyron sat next to Q, Katryn sitting next to him. “Remotes can replace humans for most tasks in the short-term, but long-term, it becomes too obvious.” 
Saree sat next to Ruhger. “Except on the AI worlds, of course.” They needed to stop talking about it. She wanted to enjoy dinner.
“Of course.” Katryn sipped her water. “AIs want other AIs around. Why bother with short-lived, overemotional humans?” 
“Because we’re fabulous!” Loreli posed in the kitchen hatchway, one arm above her head, the other outstretched, holding a tray. “And inventive. Tonight’s starter is a delicious confit of Secundus filet, with a lovely white wine I liberated from Friss on Geneva before the troubles started.” She placed a small plate in front of each of them, redolent of smoked meat. Q followed, distributing wine. “Now, no more business, dahrlings! We must enjoy. Savor. Celebrate my amazing food!” She sat at the foot of the table and raised her glass. “To us and our triumph!”
“To us!” Gratefully, Saree echoed the group and sipped. Of course, Loreli was right on all counts. But as she sipped, dread pooled low in her belly. They’d faced off against Gov Human before, but Chief Medico Lorcan Holliday’s wealth and influence brought a much bigger threat. 
Ruhger squeezed her thigh. “It can wait until later, Saree. Enjoy what we’ve got now.”
She nodded. He was right, and she’d worried enough. They were hidden, safe. It was her job to lead the way. “Q, tell us what you were going to do on Quantum Fold. Some sort of game?”
Q grinned. “It’s so cool. No net stuff at all.” She chattered, drawing all of them into the discussion, providing an excellent distraction. Before the end of dinner, most of the crew had agreed to join her in a beginner’s game in the days to come. 
Later that evening, Saree nestled next to Ruhger in the soft seating at the rear of the Command Center. Q lounged in a chair next to them, the rest of the crew nearby, reading. Chief and Lashtar sat in the command chairs across the room, watching the surveillance and planning the next few folds. 
As she read the medico proposal, all the tension and concern Saree had pushed away during dinner rushed back. They’d been correct. Gov Human was attempting to take Saree and Q’s genetic material. They were probably trying to take the advanced students’, too, even though none of them had shown a full capability in ^timespace^. Some could see ^timespace^, or claimed to, but none had manipulated it yet. Saree was certain that wouldn’t stop Doc’s father from attempting to steal from all of them. She could only hope Doc could protect them. “I wish we’d taken all our students with us.”
Ruhger’s cheek pressed against the top of her head for a moment. “If we’d realized the full extent of this attempt, we would have. Why didn’t Doc warn us? His father must have threatened him.” 
“Doc doesn’t have kids, right?” Q scrolled through her holo.
“No, but that doesn’t mean anything.” Ruhger’s fists clenched. “Doc left the family business and joined Gov Human military. There might be more reasons than Doc shared. Or his father could threaten Doc’s brothers or sisters, or other family members or his military family, or who knows? Most of us have multiple pressure points. Even when we know the pressure won’t stop, many of us can’t handle the immediate stress or the optimism complying brings. Doc will know all this better than most, but that doesn’t mean he’s not susceptible.” 
“Too true.” Gov Human could threaten people she’d grown up with on Sa’sa, or those she’d gotten to know on Aljanah. Oh, blast! “We need to warn the Travelers.” 
“Already done.” Grant slashed his hand through the air. “I sent a message folder to Tobar and Aljanah Station after we figured out the possibilities. The Travelers can slip away from Gov Human military, but it’s better if they can avoid interaction. Aljanah is harder, but they’ve held off a lot of attempts to take what is theirs.” 
Saree’s shoulders sagged, the tension leaving her. “Thank you. The Travelers have enough trouble with Gov Human as it is. They don’t need more.” 
“We need to warn Goldie at Bonfanti Station, too.” Saree felt Ruhger’s growl of frustration. “These people would think nothing of taking someone differently abled. They’d claim the station abused him or something.” 
“Ah, suns.” Grant’s fingers flew. “Didn’t think of them. Bonfanti is a gray station; I’m sure they discourage Gov Human attention. But I’d bet the military keeps a watch on them as a potential hiding place for criminals.”
“Or a desperation refueling stop.” Ruhger huffed. “They’re happy to use people they mistrust.” 
“Yeah, like us.” Q bounded to her feet. “I’m off to do some y’ga. I can’t sit anymore.” She jogged through the hatch. 
Saree couldn’t blame her. “If I didn’t have a lot more to read, I’d join her.” 
“We’ll all break in an hour.” Ruhger’s tone was determined. “It’s late, and we had a good meal. There’s no sense in pushing anything when we’re safe for now. We can stay here, take our time exploring the ramifications, and create a plan.” 
“Which will only meet first contact with the enemy.” Chief adjusted a sensor, and the view on the Command Center view screen changed to a wide surveillance of the dead system surrounding them.
“Not our first solo flight, Chief.” Tyron grinned. “Besides, what else is new?”
“Nothing at all.” Saree smiled at her crew, her family. “We’ve survived and thrived no matter what’s been thrown at us, and we’ll continue to do so because you are all amazing, talented, and smart.” She stood. “Rather than an hour, let’s stop now. We’ll start again in the morning, after breakfast.” Reading this dry proposal, knowing the evil behind it, made her stomach churn. Despite that, she couldn’t help but consider the full ramifications. Even if the chances were minuscule, if it worked, she was being horribly selfish. 
Ruhger rose, wrapping an arm around her. “And coffee.” 
“Of course.” Ruhger’s hand slid down her arm, across her back, and grasped hers in his large, rough palm. Saree happily followed him to their compartment, eager to leave her worries behind for a short time. And if anyone could make her forget everything, it was Ruhger.

      [image: image-placeholder]After another fabulous Loreli breakfast, they reconvened in the Command Center. Saree’s breakfast sat uneasily; cloning and medico experimentation made her queasy.
Grant put the medico proposal on the big screen, comments and highlighting decorating the screen like an editing program gone wild. “I got up early this morning”—he rolled his eyes at the teasing exclamations of amazement—“and merged the comments and concerns. First, we’re all worried about what the terms actually mean. I think in our reply, we should ask blunt, open-ended questions that make them define exactly what they’re doing. Things like ‘how does this differ from cloning?’ or ‘how are you ensuring the safety of the experimental subjects?’ rather than yes or no questions.”
Saree agreed, but her questions were more personal. “I’m more worried about what they’ll say when I refuse to give up my eggs.”
Grant nodded. “That’s one of the first questions. Define what adequate genetic material means.”
“Why are we bothering?” Ruhger glowered. “We already know what they want. Let’s just write up a refusal with all our reasons. Gov Human can blast itself into a black hole.”
“Ruhger, you know we can’t fight Gov Human forever.” Chief frowned at him. “But Saree, I figured out a way to win the battle, if not the fight.”
Hope bloomed. “Oh?”
Chief nodded. “We build a small station, like a fold clock enclosure, with multiple layers of security and remotes to patrol around it. Then we park your so-called genetic material inside and put the thing in some back of beyond system no one knows about except us. Maybe shadowing a moon’s orbit or inside a large piece of debris in a planetary debris ring?”
“Can we build something like that right now?” Ruhger looked skeptical. 
Chief shook his head. “No, we’d need supplies. But we could probably pay the AIs to gather them for us, and they wouldn’t allow us to be taken in Old Earth orbit. At least I hope they’d back us against Gov Human.”
Saree wasn’t so sure. “Would they? If they need a meat-form smoothing ^timespace^, I’m sure they’d rather it was mindless. Some of them don’t think we have minds now. Besides, that only saves me. What about Q? And no, I don’t think putting her through harvesting is a good idea.” 
“I’m certainly not going to hide out in a tiny box in the middle of nowhere, either.” Q shuddered. “Done enough of that already.”
“I didn’t propose it as a complete solution, just a way to win one battle.” Chief grimaced. 
Saree nodded, grateful. “I understand. It’s a good thought, and it’s definitely worth consideration. But even if we can build something adequate, we’ll have to hide our tracks in and out of wherever we put that small station. We’re still not sure if the companies that build fold generators can track our folds or not. If they can, the idea is riskier than keeping the eggs with me.” 
“Possibly.” Chief’s lips flattened.
“It is a great idea, though.” She had to encourage all the ideas, rather than shut them down. “We’ll leave it on the list, and if we select it, we’ll work on different ways to implement it. What else can we do other than request clarification? Because Ruhger is right. That’s only a delaying tactic, not a solution.”
Katryn raised her hand. “I think we should investigate the past cloning experiments. Let’s revive the concerns among the general population. And if a genetic marker can be found and tied to ^timespace^ ability, beyond what you’ve already got, Saree, then anyone with that marker could be at risk. I think it’s time we use the media rather than it being employed against us. I’ve got some ties from my old activist days.”
“I don’t see a downside with that approach. Anyone else?” Saree pointed at Grant.
“Only that if they want to, Gov Human and the people who are undoubtedly backing Chief Medico Holliday can easily counter or twist those reports to look the way they want. But really, we’ve got nothing to lose, so we may as well.” Grant turned to Katryn. “I’ll help. I’ve made a lot of contacts since I took on this job, and some of them are investigative reporters. True believers that the press shouldn’t hold a bias.” He shrugged one shoulder. “Of course, that isn’t always a good thing for us.” 
The press had definitely been a mixed blessing. That idiot, J’ker Hanty, was still around, blathering his nonsense to his rabid followers. Cults of personality were the worst. But keeping the critics at bay meant working, keeping human systems connected to the wider universe. “So, how do we continue smoothing ^timespace^ without getting caught and show the general populace that we’re doing everything we can for humanity and the rest of the universe?” 
“But you’re not.” Lashtar held up her hand, palm out. “You could become a true Clutch leader if you started all your eggs right now.” She shook her head. “I’m not serious, just saying what others will think.” 
Saree grimaced. That would take a fleet of nannies, and they simply couldn’t trust that many people. Nor did they have enough room on Lightwave. She wasn’t dropping her children off to be raised by others and would tell anyone suggesting such a thing that it wouldn’t work. Obviously, she’d have to train them from childhood; she didn’t care if the statement was true or not. “Okay, every reasonable thing for humanity.” 
“We can do the quick fold and tune we’ve done in the past.” Chief pointed at the big vid screen. “I’ve planned out a series of folds that will take us to the worst of the clocks, bouncing around the universe, but not far enough that those folds cause you pain. At certain points, we’ll need to send messages, reporting back to the Time Guild, There’s no reason we can’t put out press releases at the same time, announcing our accomplishments to the locals and a general update to the core every ten folds or so.”
Ruhger moved to the edge of the seat, meeting her gaze. “I think we should take the fight to Chief Medico Holliday. Let’s find his house of horrors, bring in some respected press, and expose him and his funding sources.”
“And if it’s not a house of horrors?” Grant shook his head. “I’m sure he’s got public-facing research that’s perfectly lovely.”
“Of course he does.” Ruhger glowered. “But if he’s taking this step, going up against the Time Guild and alienating the only human maintainers, he’s desperate. That means he’s already got clones somewhere, and we know what that means. Even if they’re all in medfloats, they’re mindless. Soulless. Disgusting.”
Chief pointed his wrench at Ruhger. “You’re not thinking about this straight. If we go to a location under his control, we take the chance of getting caught. Then Saree and Q are right where he wants them. If he’s doing cloning, he’s got lots and lots of security. Probably mercenary fleets. That’s what I’d do. A station around an uninhabited planet or moon, with remote protectors and mercenaries. If we’re being tracked, then they’ll know we’re there. We can’t sneak in and out.” 
“If Hal would help us, we could get a small team in,” Ruhger said. “We’d leave Saree and Q on Lightwave, someplace safe.”
Saree had learned splitting up was a bad idea. “No. Without all of you, Q and I wouldn’t be safe. Yes, we could take Lightwave and fold away. But if we’re attacked, we can’t do an escape fold and fight at the same time. Even with the improvements you’ve made to Lightwave, she’s old. Something will break at the worst possible time.”
“She’s right.” Lashtar rubbed her artificial leg. “I could stay with them, but I don’t know Lightwave like Bhoher does. But the bigger problem is this house of horrors you’re looking for probably doesn’t exist. There will be rows of medfloats, with healthy-looking humans sleeping peacefully. They won’t be lying around in cerimetal huts, dirty and starving. That wouldn’t produce good results for any medical experiment on any living being, sentient or not.”
“Plus, specialized skills require more than adequate nutrition,” Tyron said. “Anyone can be forced to do a task, but they’ll do better if they’ve got adequate food, shelter, exercise, and security. More importantly, though, they’re not trying to force Saree and Q themselves to do anything. They want reproductive material. Saree’s is easy to get, already in a transport case. They’ll make the argument that she won’t use all those eggs, and she’s simply being selfish not to help humanity. People won’t care if a mindless body is stuck in a medfloat in the middle of nowhere. If it’s mindless, it won’t know.” He raised a hand. “Unpopular opinion here, but if it actually worked, which I doubt, I’m not sure I’d care as long as it was
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