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"The ends justify the means."

Niccolò Machiavelli

Donald rubbed the strain from his eyes. In four hours, they had made very little progress. From the confines of the Lab each member sat at their desk wearing a VR helmet and was accomplishing a systematic search of the planet Oculus. The only guides they had in their search were the ones the Guild of Travelers from 2622 had left them. The start site was a set of three pillars with a small green patch between them. There next marker was a short hill that looked like a hub cap next to a small lake. Follow that to a large lake that had two islands. Next look for a hill area with three caves face south southwest. Enter the center cave. 

The instructions were decent enough. The problem lay in that the entire planet was full of these markers. Trying to find the specific one was like looking for a needle in a haystack. They had explored over and over again and found nothing. He wondered if they were playing a joke on his team. 

Nic and Zeke were at the coffee tea bar getting refreshments and discussing their tasks. Nic had a list they were going over of all the things the TCVTD could do. Finding what they were looking for they approached Donald. “Boss, I think we can narrow this down in a couple of scans.” Donald stretched and looked at where Nic’s finger was on the List. 

Over time the TCVTD or to put it formally the Temporal Correlation Vector Transport Device or, as it was commonly called Fred, had gained many abilities on a need’s basis. On the screens in front of each member was a visual representation of what they saw from their helmets. Each was cavorting around in a Luke Skywalker speeder and dressed appropriately down to a light saber at their side. Donald only saw them as blue orbs on his screen. 

Zeke rubbed her hands in excitement. “We’ll work together. We’ll have a square set up with one as sender and receiver in the center. Then we all send out a signal at the corners which we pick up with the relays. The center sends out a wide dispersal pulse and this is rebounded at the same time. We should be able to see what we’re looking for from the feedback.” 

Donald was impressed, “Sounds good are you going to send the signal from above or at the cave entrance.” He asked as he reset the new configuration for wide scope and set Fred to use their version of ground penetrating radar. Zeke had him center above the section in question. setting her view in the center of the grid with the rest at the four corners for sending and receiving as wide an area as possible. The feedback would show on the main screen and they would either see what they needed or move to a new section crossing off which one was devoid of interest. 

Donald printed out the plot points and eliminated areas already checked. This broke the search down by a quarter. “Ready for first pulse and reading.” He announced. Everyone had their sensors active. At the word of command, they would all send out a pulse and then switch from send to receive. “Go!” the first wave was sent and received within moments. What showed on the screen and printed out on the map was a 3D Geos reading showing an outline and then the inside of every fixture within their grid. 

Nothing showed within the caves, and they moved on to the next grid square. Three squares later they had found the cave they were looking for. “Helmets on for a walk through.” Donald joined them under the VR helmet. From his view they all had lightsabers at the ready and were using them to light their way. It seemed the team was in sync in more ways than he had ever imagined. 

Walking through the damp cavern the blue light of the visual orbs showed the walls thick with moss and insects. Up ahead they could just make out an object in gold that rose from floor to ceiling. As they entered in the main chamber they saw a figure they recognized. Before them stood the image of Yogurt from Spaceballs. 

Donald took off his VR helmet and checked the environmental readings. “No suits needed, let’s claim the prize.” He opened the portal and they walked eagerly through. Donald set the unit to record and then locked it off. He wanted to leave the portal open since the Lab was sealed. 

Walking into the cavern they almost lost their hearing as the statue bellowed out, “Who enters the presence of the everlasting know it all YOGURT!” With that the body crumbled apart and inside was a table and six chairs. They sat down. From the center of the table the time bubble burst revealing three, twenty case packs of White Castles with sodas and fries. Due to being in a time bubble they were still hot, fresh and delicious. The sodas were fizzy and the ice still solid. As they feasted, they sent a message to the group in the future of mission accomplished and that the meal was superb. 

Lon said that the aftereffects of the meal might require plenty of Pepto-Bismol but it was worth it. Having gorged themselves to bursting point they went out and removed all traces from the cave. All except a spinning hourglass etched carefully in a hidden recess. This was a mark left by both groups after a successful culmination to the prank war. 

The rest of the evening was spent picking a planet they had already visited and working out the clues, the prize and the means to hide it, oh, and guzzling Pepto-Bismol. Once completed, they would send the package to 2622 and the next salvo in the Guild of Travelers Time Travel Planetary Prank War would be fired. 
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“Our castle is not imposing, but is well built, and surrounded by a very fine garden. I live in the bailiff's house.” 

Franz Schubert

Cleopatra VII Thea Philopator, formally Queen of the Nile, entered the bus from her home near the museum and was dropped off near the property where The Guild of Travelers met. Walking up the path to the Lab she paused and waved when she saw Donald and Zeke seated on the porch enjoying the cool evening breeze. When they saw her, they raced to greet her and invited her onto the porch for tea and muffins. After ensuring she was comfortable, they chatted for a while. 

As a close friend of Honey’s as well as formerly being a queen she was always treated with the utmost graciousness. Cleo, as she was called amongst the family, talked about her job as a Docent at the museum. She enthused about the various halls and her familiarity with many of the exhibits thanks to Honey’s teachings. 

“I haven’t seen Honey in a while, especially since she and Don went off to medieval France to retire, though I do talk to her often over the return.” Zeke grabbed another blueberry muffin and slathered it with butter. “She called just as you were walking up the path and asked if we had heard from you, apparently, she couldn’t reach you over the return today and was worried. She couldn’t talk long as she had Queen Catharine De’ Medici arriving for a castle inspection. She asked us to see if you wanted to come down for a week.” 

Cleo jumped up excited. “I’d love it, can you patch me through now?” Donald dusted off the crumbs from his lap and placed his arm in hers. Zeke took the other and they walked over to the lab whistling “were off to see the wizard”. It took a few moments to set the portal and after checking everything was clear, he sent her through. Zeke opened a portal window in front of Honey and leaned through for a kiss. “Cleo is coming around the corner. See ya soon.” With a smile and a wink, the portal closed as Cleo rounded the corner.  

Cleo stood in shock at the activity around the castle. People were running all over dusting, sweeping, adjusting things.  This Queen De’ Medici must be important to have the place in as much turmoil as this place was. She kissed Honey and they sat together as Don did a survey to check everything was set. 

He returned with a plate of chicken legs, wings and napkins. Placing it on a table in front of them they snacked and talked. Cleo was concerned that her arrival might complicate things. “What’s going on? Have I arrived at a bad time?” Honey lay back in her chair. “No but were a little concerned. After Henry the Second died in July we heard Catherine was doing an inspection of the castles and changing owners if they weren’t doing things to her satisfaction.” 

Don grabbed another leg and looked over his report he had prepared for the inspection. It was complete with graphs showing a continual increase of revenue to the king, and now the Queen as regent, since he took over. It also showed improvements in land, farms, cow and sheep. The area was a prosperous region and Don felt that they should be secure from removal. 

At least he hoped so. They both had become very fond of the castle and the people who worked the land around it. He was a good and caring Duke and the people liked him. From outside they heard the hoof beats of someone riding hard. 

An equerry had arrived to ensure that all was in readiness for the Queens arrival. Don had a page show them around. On his return he seemed satisfied and mounting his horse sped away. Don looked again at his notes. Cleo requested the sheaf and lay them on the table. “Don, you’ve done wonderfully, If I were still queen, I would have loved having you looking after my interests.” 

Don perked up and took another leg. Honey was curled up in her chair, a monstrously large, heavily carved piece of furniture with thick comfortable cushions, carved all over with dragons. As an honored guest Cleo had her own chair the difference being hers was decorated with falcons and cranes. Don was seated on a thick plain chair that was heavily cushioned and comfortable with a camel saddle foot stool. In ten minutes, the Queens carriage approached and she was greeted as a queen should be. 

The Duke and Duchess were at the door to greet her. At their side stood Cleopatra who notwithstanding her time in the future had still retained her regal bearing. Royalty recognized royalty and they both nodded in acknowledgement. The queen regent and her retinue were led around the castle and shown the improvements Don had made for efficiency and comfort. 

Seated in the great hall the queen and her people feasted as Don went over the figures and forecasts for the next five years. After eating, the queen released her group and sent them to the next location while she discussed her plans with Don and Honey. She sat in Honey’s chair and looked seriously on them standing expectantly before her. Cleo was allowed to sit in her accustomed chair. 

“Duke,” she said, “There can be no doubt as to the improvements you have made to castle and the adjoining lands. This castle is far superior even to my own. I commend your efforts.” She rose and walked swiftly to the door. As she entered her carriage, she spoke quietly to her equerry who held his arm for her to lean on as she mounted the steps. She sped away leaving him to declare her intentions. 

He returned to find Don and Honey seated waiting. “Duke Squelette, you have two days in which to vacate this castle. Take nothing with you save your most personal belongings, the queen commands all furniture must remain. She emphasized that that chair especially,” He pointed at Honey’s chair, “must not be touched. At the end of two days a group of guards will take possession in the name of her majesty.” He threw his cloak over his shoulder and left in austere silence. 

Don slid down from his chair and ended up seated on the floor bewildered. Honey was curled up in a ball in hers and crying. There was a great deal of themselves in this castle and being evicted so cold heartedly cut her deeply. 

Cleopatra was enraged and stormed about the room screaming “that bitch” in Egyptian, Greek, Latin and English. She stopped when she was on her fifth pass returning up the room and saw Don was starting to smile. If he was smiling it had to be because he had thought out a perfect revenge. Honey noticed it too and stopped crying. They sat together in Honey’s large chair and waited.

Don slowly came out of his revery, patched through to Donald, and filled him in on what had happened. Donald and Zeke were very sympathetic. They asked if there was anything they could do. Don informed them that there certainly was. He outlined what he had in mind. Something the queen would never expect and would not be able to do anything about. 

Don had Donald go back a year previous and purchase the rest of the wooded property where they park the cars for village customers now. He had purchased the small plot and since the larger portion hadn’t sold in all this time, he could get it at a reasonable price. It was heavily wooded but with a clear patch in the center perfect for holding a castle. With a year to work with Donald could get all the paperwork in and finalized in time for what Don had in mind. His progeny got to work and in three hours normal time not only was the plot theirs, but all the paperwork was in place. He informed his father that all was set. “O.k. dad, were ready for your big magic trick.” Don responded in dignified hauteur, “My son a wizard does not perform tricks, he commands supernatural forces!” 

Don called the people who worked in the castle together requesting that they gather in the great hall. He doled out all the money they had saved equally to everyone and had them pack their belongings. “Meet at the blasted oak and make sure everyone is out.” 

People eagerly grabbed their share of wealth and arranged their belongings into whatever baskets, bags or crates they could find. carts and horses were distributed to groups who lived close together. He kept Moe and Curly and a small cart for themselves. 

Four carts were loaded with the castles workers and their belongings and brought to the meeting spot. The group sat on the ground to wait and see what final trick Don had in store. It was a guarantee that it would amuse them and frustrate the queen. 

Meanwhile, Don changed into his most wizardly apparel and strode angerly to the oak his staff making deep penetrations in the dry soil as he thrust it down while walking and his robe billowing behind him. Honey and Cleo followed behind on the cart nudging each other in excited expectation. Donald in the lab was in hysterics at what they were about to do. He watched on a viewer as Don explained to everyone his last performance of magic. 

“My friends, for truly do I call you that. Without your help and guidance, we never would have been able to accomplish all we have together. This is why I have shared our wealth with you. For your efforts have garnered for us. May it bring you all you require and desire. 

The queen has tried to take what we have worked so hard to improve. She thinks she can come and evict us from that which her husband gave me for my lifetime.” Here his face glowed red with rage. “She shall not have what we have slaved over. I deny her her prize!” As he raised his staff Donald enveloped the castle and stables in a time bubble. It shimmered and glinted in the sunlight then gradually darkened as Don incanted in a tremulous voice. His angry tones roared and the angrier he sounded the darker the bubble got. With a sudden motion he slammed his staff down and roared out “Quod est meum manebit mea!” (Translation: What is mine shall remain mine.) The bubble went from deepest black, gradually brightened and popped. Where the castle had stood was now a barren plot with a very large whole. 

Several of the people fainted the rest applauded and laughed at the thought of the queen’s arrival. Don solemnly mounted onto the cart and bid everyone farewell as he lit his long stemmed pipe. He guided the cart down a shaded path. Donald opened a portal masked by the path in front of it. Don’s group watched in wonder as the cart disappeared before their eyes leaving only a trail of smoke.

Don guided the team into the stables. He dismounted then held out his arms to Honey who leapt into them. Having placed Honey carefully on the ground he held out his arms to Cleo. She shook her head and dismounted with dignity. While Don unloaded and stored the cart, Honey and Cleo assisted in bedding the horses down. Returning inside the castle they wandered around again. Without the many people that had worked there it was a colder silent dwelling. The walls echoed with their steps. In the great hall the remains of the queen’s feast lay on the table. Together they began clearing the table and washing plates and cutlery. Donald and Zeke rode over to assist. 

Honey scroaned as she thought about the work necessary to keep a castle clean and now it would be up to them to do it on their own. Seated around the table they discussed possibilities. 

Zeke as usual came straight to the point. “Why not make it into a bed and breakfast. You could keep staff then to take care of things and you’d only have to take care of your personal quarters upstairs. Don rushed out to get paper and pens and had everybody write down ideas of how to run it as well as things to add around the property to make it more interesting. Donald pulled his father into the lounge and talked over the future. 

“Dad, I’ve been thinking. You’ve had a break and now that you have seen what Fred can do, things could be different. You might think about getting the original guild back together. If you look over the notes, you’ll see trips that everyone commented favorably on. Choose some that are similar, and they might jump at the chance to do some trips again. 

I know Wilf and Francis miss it, I’m sure Frank misses eating out occasionally with you and Mom can pull Sandy up for some adventures. I know mom has a few more people Sandy would be dying to meet. You’re not going to be happy just playing a duke for a bunch of tourists. Maybe you could start your own prank wars on planets you explore, still a whole lot left.” 

He hoped his father would take him up on the offer. Don had turned the guild over only because everyone was burnt out and needed a break. Now he could start them off on new adventures and the second generation could still do their own.

Don looked back into the dining room and saw they had overheard Donald’s comments and stopped writing, they were looking at him and Donald inquisitively. “We’ll talk again about this; I’ll probably take you up on it but I want to see how everyone else feels about it first. We’ll start with a big time blow out exploration. That would recharge their interest and we can do maintenance and upkeep together.” 

Donald hugged his father and handed over a passbook from their bank. He had split the available funds with his parents, and they would have plenty for any changes they wanted to do. Don was surprised that there was more then what had been handed over when they had given everything to Donald and Zeke. He was curious but didn’t inquire. As things were they both had an equal share in the future. Donald had offered him a fresh start and now he had more options for the future. It was good to be back home. 
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"Our need will be the real creator".

Plato

When they returned to the table Honey was discussing some issues regarding Zeke’s pregnancy. “You and Lorna should stop taking long trips for now. Keep the returns on communication only and you’ll be fine. When you’re in time lock on a trip your body stops changing and the baby won’t develop. If you go on lots of trips as you have done and as you have planned on doing, then the baby’s going to take longer to develop and the Doctors going to want to know why. I had that problem with Donald. He took ten months instead of nine. The Doctor ran me through a hell of a lot of tests trying to figure out what was wrong. We called up Scott and talked it over with him. He figured out the solution and I stopped taking trips all together.” 

Zeke held her hand over her slightly swollen stomach. “I think you’re right. The doctor seemed really concerned when I went in for my wellness checkup. She said the baby was developing slower than it should have.” She paused as she considered some options, “should we envelope the baby in a time bubble and bring it up to where it should be?” 

Honey looked at Don with raised brows. This was something they had never considered. Don mentally went over everything that Fred could do, it seemed a feasible option. “Zeke, at this stage in the developmental process I consider it possible and could be done without harm to the fetus or yourself. It would bring you current and the baby would continue as normal after that. Had you been further along I would say no, a child develops more than just a body in the womb, it develops its mind and needs time to acquire stimulus. The choice however, is yours and Donald’s.” 

Donald shrugged. He wasn’t sure if there would be any consequences since Zeke was carrying twins. Zeke was for it as it meant less inquisitiveness from the doctor, she was tired of all the tests and poking they were doing. “Let’s do it and get back on track. I want to go in for my monthly checkup without having them shoving needles in me and taking x-rays and scans. 

They walked back to the Lab and got prepared. Honey and Zeke worked out how long a time burst was needed. Donald requested as slow an advance as possible so they could monitor and cut it off if needed. A mattress was placed on the conference table and space cleared. Three screens were set up for monitoring. 

Carefully Don created a time bubble surrounding the twins. He had to shape the bubble and it would have to expand with the developments that happened. Honey, Cleo and Donald were each carefully watching screens. Donald was holding Zeke’s hand and could feel her trembling. She trusted Don to do what was needed safely but knowing what they were doing still made her nervous. 

Don looked over from the control board, “The bubble is secured and will expand as needed. Zeke you said you are considered a month behind?” She nodded and worked to control her breathing. Donald nodded to Don. Don slowly set Fred to extend time forward at one day a minute, five minutes in Donald called a halt and brought over clear graph paper so any growth would show. Honey hadn’t seen anything to be worried about but Donald being the father might be seeing things she didn’t. “Dad, go forward five days.” Don did so even more slowly so any changes could be seen clearly. In eight minutes, Donald was concerned. 

One fetus was growing the other was not or if it was it was imperceptible. Honey saw it as well and caught her breath. Zeke looked up to see stricken faces. “What? TELL ME.” Donald held her close, “Zeke one of the twins isn’t developing as fast as the other. We should be seeing a centimeter per week. Don’t panic, let me see what’s going on.” 

Donald went to a desk and put on a VR helmet. He inputted a viewer and went back to the start to see inside the second fetus. He increased the blue light from the orb and advanced time. At what would be the 8th week he saw a slight flutter in where the chest would
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